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PROLOGUE

The door did open.

A man stepped into aroom that bristled with € ectronic equipment.

Working quietly and quickly, he set alarge portable computer down on a

control console, then pulled a connection wire from his pocket.



His hands worked almost as swiftly and efficiently asthe computers thet

surrounded him.

The man plugged one end of hiswire into the portable computer and the

other end into the computer system.

Taking a deep breath, he pressed a button on the control pad. At this
command, ten trillion bits of information zipped from one computer into the
other at nearly the speed of light. It would take ten thousand beings,
sudying dl their lives, to memorize dl the information stored in the

computer program he was downloading.

The transfer was complete in seconds.

The man disconnected the portable computer. Then he removed atiny

comlink from his pocket. He turned it on and whispered to himsdf: *"Doomsday

has begun.”

CHAPTER 1

Zak and Tash Arrandawere playing hologames in the lounge of ther

starship, the Shroud, when it suddenly dropped out of hyperspace.

Zak felt the ship's hyperdrive stop and he glanced out a amdl viewport
in time to see that they were hurtling toward ahuge star cruiser. It was a

thousand times larger than the Shroud-so big that it blotted out the stars.



"We're gonnacrash!" he shouted to his sgter. Startled, she braced

agang her chair.

But there was no callison. The Shroud dowed down and glided up
adongsdethe giant ship. Tash draightened her neet Sngle blond braid.
"Thanksalot, Zak," shesaid. "Next time| fed like having a heart spasm,

I'll know who to ask."

Zak shrugged. "Wel, it looked like we were going to crash.”

"Not with Uncle Hoole piloting. Let's go to the cockpit.”

By the time Zak and Tash reached the Shroud's control room, the ship had

come to acomplete stop. Their uncle Hoole was Sitting in the pilot's seat and

gpesking into acomm unit. " Shroud standing by, waiting for docking orders.

Zak beat histhirteen-year-old sister to the copilot's seat by a hdf-

step (just because she was ayear older didn't mean she was any fagter!) and

dropped down into it. "What's going on, Uncle Hoole? Isthe ship okay?"

"Whose cruiser isthat?' Tash added.

Hoole turned his stern gray face to them. "Thereis nothing wrong with

the ship," hereplied in hisusud flat-toned voice. "But to get to Dantooine



we must pass through some heavily populated Imperia sectors. | saw this

cruise ship on the sensorsand it gave me anidea”

The two Arrandas and their uncle needed to avoid the Empire at dl costs.
And the planet Dantooine was about as far from the Empire asthey could get. A
few months before, they had stumbled upon an Imperia experiment to create a
new, living superweapon. They'd helped destroy the experiment but had drawn
the attention of the Emperor's right-hand man, the Dark Lord known as Darth
Vader. Now they were wanted for crimes againg the Empire, and they were

looking for asafe placeto hide.

Tash and Zak felt as though they'd been on the run forever. Almost ayear
ealier, their parentsand al their friends had been killed when the Empire
destroyed their home planet, Alderaan. Now Hoole wastheir guardian. From a
distance, you might believe they were part of the samefamily, but up close,
even astranger could see that Hoole wasn't a blood relation. In fact, he
wasn't even the same species. Zak and Tash were human, and Hoole was a
Shi'ido. He was taller than most humans and his skin was alight gray. But the
most important difference between humans and Uncle Hoole was the Shi'ido's

ability to change shape. Hoole could morph into any living creature in the

galaxy.

"That isthe luxury cruiser Star of Empire," Hooletold his nephew and

niece. "l just booked roomsfor atwo-week trip."

Tash'seyeslit up. "For us? Great!"



But Zak wasn't nearly as excited. He looked out the Shroud's man
viewport and got hisfirst good look at the star cruiser. It was shaped like
an egg nearly two kilometerslong and laser-painted a brilliant blue. Forty
rows of portholes ran the length of the ship, with light beaming from every
one of them. Lights aso glowed on the bridge high at the top of the ship. The
vessd seemed to be moving dowly, like a giant teardrop trickling through

space.

"Yeah, great,” Zak grumbled. "Another adventure.”

CHAPTER 2

"Welcome aboard the cruise ship Star of Empire. My nameis M-4D0. Y ou may

cal me Fourdee. May | help you'?'

The protocol droid that had spoken stepped forward, its servos whirring

asitsgolden arms and legs shuffled across the deck of the cruiser.

"Urn, were just waiting for our uncle" Zak replied. "He's regigering

the ship with the deck officer."

"l see," thedroid said. "I am aporter droid, programmed to asss you
whileyou are on board. | sl wait"" M-4D0 froze in place, humming

pleasantly.



"It can't be that luxurious acruise ship,” Tash chuckled, "if dl they

send to greet usisadroid.”

"No problem for me," Zak said darkly. "I'd rather deal with adroid than

some other being any day."

Tash shook her head. "What's draining your power cells, Zak? Were on a
cruise ship! We can actudly relax for once. Everyone who works here is pad

to give us anything we want!"

"That'sthe problem,” Zak grumbled. "WEell have to ded with everyone

here. | waskind of looking forward to anice long trip on the Shroud-alone.”

"Wdl," Tash sad, "if you want to avoid other beings, you'd better find

anew gdaxy. Thisonesgot billions"

Zak nodded vigoroudly. "Y eah, and every time we meet one, something bad
happens. What about Sh'shak on Skrrr? We met him and were dmost eaten dive
by the bugsin his garden. And our friend Fandomar from the planet Ithor-after
we met her, | became a Spore zombie! And do | have to remind you about thet
little brain surgery you had done on Tatooine?' Zak was almost shouting now.

"And that'sjust in the last couple of months.”

Heknew hissgter couldn't argue. Their entire time with Hoole had been

astring of adventures. "But that's exactly why I'm looking forward to this



trip," Tashreplied. "Thisisn't some Imperid plot, Zak. It'sjust acruise

ship.”

"Butit'sgtill full of people,” Zak ingsted. "And other beings are what

keep getting usinto trouble, whether they mean to or not. All indl, I'd

rather deal with machineslike M-4D0 here"

"Thanksalot," thedroid intoned.

"No offense," Zak added.

"l don't think we will have much to worry about here, Zak," Hoole said,

gliding gracefully up behind them.

"Thisdar cruiser isasordinary aplaceasyou will find in dl the

gaaxy. Wewill be ssfe”



Twenty-four hourslater, Zak still hadn't seen any more of the cruise
ship than the docking bay, the turbolift, and his cabin. HEd spent dl of the
previous day and night dismantling the microprocessorsin his cabin compuiter.
He had dwaysliked machines-everything from the rehesting units in his
parents kitchen to a starship's sublight engine. Lately, held become

interested in computers and wanted to find out more about how they worked.

He stared at the jumble of wires, connectors, and microchips spread out
across hiscabin table. "Now al | haveto doisfigure out how to put it back

together."

His cabin door did open and Tash walked in, wearing a poncho made of
fluffy white material. She was holding a portable heating unit in her hand,

using it to dry her wet hair.

"Zak, you should see the swimming pool on thisdeck!" shesaid. "It's as

big as B'jorring Pond back home!™

"No thanks," Zak said.

"Comeon, Zak," Tash pleaded. "Y oure missing al thefun. Therésa rec

room full of hologames, gym rooms, abig park they cdl the Atrium-there's

even amenageriel”



"A what?' Zak asked.

"A menagerie. A zoo," Tash explained.

"I'll bet theresalibrary, t0o," Zak guessed, glancing a his Sdter,

"because | don't think even you knew that word yesterday."

Tash'seyeslit up. "Thereésagredt library. In fact, | found something
there you wouldn't believe." Her voice dropped to awhisper. "l was skimming
through the ship's computer library and | found an article on the Jedi

Knights."

Zak stopped working. "1 thought the Emperor had erased dl mention of the

Jedi Knights."

Tash nodded. The Jedi Knights had defended the gdaxy and fought for
justice for thousands of years, usng amysterious power caled the Force. But
when the evil Emperor rose to power, he and Darth VVader hunted down and killed
the Jedi Knights. Once al the Jedi had been destroyed, the Emperor ordered

al mention of them to be erased from every computer in the galaxy.

"Well, hetried," hissster replied. "But it'sa big gdaxy and they
must have missed thisone. This articlewas listed under another subject. |
amost didn't seeit.” Shelowered her voice even more. "If the Emperor knew

it was here, held probably destroy the whole ship to get it."



"l knew it!" Zak said. "We're here one day and you're dready involved in
moretrouble! Next thing you know some evil Jedi isgoing to show up and try

to wipe al the memories from your brain and well have to save you."

Tash laughed. "Would you rdlax? | haven't told anyone about the article.
Y ou know why?' She lowered her voice again. "It's about a Jedi philosophy
cdled 'action through inaction.’ The whole ideais that sometimes, when your
inginct isto chargeright into aproblem, the red solutionisto sit back,

relax, and be patient. Let the problem solveitsaf.”

"Y ou mean getting somewhere by doing nothing?"

"Exadtly."

"Good," Zak said, "because that'swhat | plan on doing.”

Tash shook her head. "Oh no you don't. | wouldn't be doing my job asa

big sgter if | didn't make you leave your cabin once in awhile Hey,

Fourdee!"

As soon as she caled out, the cabin door did open and the golden droid

they'd met the previous day stepped insde. "Everything isready, young lady."

Zak eyed hissgter. "What are you up to?



Tash shrugged. "'l want you to see more of the ship. Y ou want to work on

computers. | thought I'd find away to make us both happy.”

Thirty minutes later Zak was standing in aturbolift, just outsde the
most amazing room held ever seen. Thewallswerelined with computer banks.
There were scanner screens everywhere. Some of them displayed images of places
insgde the ship, and others gave details of objects light-years away. Wires,
cables, and machines were everywhere. Tash would have hated it-which is why
sheld gone back for another swim. But for Zak, who loved technology, it was a

dream cometrue.

"Welcometo the control center of the Star of Empire,” Fourdee said. "If

the ship were aliving creature, thisroom would beitsbrain.”

"Areyou... are you sure we're allowed in here?' Zak asked.

"Absolutely," the droid replied. "Your sgter informed me of your

interest, and | requested avisitor's permit from Captain Haj."

Fourdee led Zak to the center of the room. There, separated from dl the
other equipment, stood a single computer. It was set in agleaming black case
amogt astal as Zak and aswide as alandspeeder. Lights flashed dong its

surface, and it hummed quietly.

Near the computer sat the only technician in the room. He was human, with



dark, stringy hair and dark circles beneath his eyes.

"Crewman Mdik," thedroid said. "Thisis your scheduled vistor. His

nameisZak."

Malik looked at Zak asif he were a Kowakian monkey-lizard. "Go away."

Fourdee chimed in, "I'm afraid the captain hasissued Zak apass. You are

tobehisguide.”

Malik glared at Fourdee. "Y ou go away, too."

"Well, | can seeyou two will get dong just fine," Fourdee hummed. "I'll

be onmy way."

The droid shuffled back into the waiting turbolift and zoomed away.

Zak watched the technician, who ignored Zak as he studied the readouts on
the surface of the big computer. Zak looked around, trying to make sense of
the complex machines. Something scuttled across the floor. It was atiny
droid, waking on several meta legs and waving onelarge pincer in the air.
Thedroid scurried toward a vent, then vanished. Zak redlized it wes a
maintenance droid, the kind that livesin the guts of starships, cranling

around and making repairsin hard-to-reach places.

After severd minutes of slence, Zak findly spoke up. "So. Um... |



figured it would take more than one technician to operate the computer center.

Madik snorted. "Not when that onetechisme."

"Right," Zak said. More silence. Then Zak asked, "Is there anything |

could do? | want to learn more about advanced computers.”

"Okay, kid," Mdik yawned. He pointed at the large black cube on which he
worked and spoketo Zak asif hewereachild. "Thisis cdled a mainframe,

It'swhere the actual working parts of the computer are kept-"

"I know dl that," Zak interrupted. "l want to learn the complicated

quff.”

Malik looked up. A warm smile crossed hisface. "Y ou wanna learn, huh?
Sure, kid, I'd love to help you out. Y ou see that row of buttons on the other
side of the computer?' He pointed to arow of many-colored buttons across from

his seat. "Go stand there.”

Zak did ashewastold.

"Now," Mdik said, hissmile growing, "just press them in this order:

green, yelow, blue, red.”



Zak looked at the computer control panel, then did as he was told. He

pressed green, then yelow, then blue. Findly, he punched the red button.

And every system on the starship died.

CHAPTER 3

Pitch-black darkness enveloped the room. In the windowless room, in the

depths of space, there was absolutely no light at all.

Blind, Zak listened asthe durasted frame of the massive ship groaned.

With no enginesto guideit, the powerless star cruiser drifted in space. Zak

stumbled around the room until he banged his head against awall.

"What happened?' he called out in the darkness.

"l guessyou blew it," Mdik'svoicereplied.

"But | only did what you told meto do!"

He heard Mdlik laugh. "That'swhet they get for Ietting kids in the

control room."

"Fix it!" Zak pleaded. "The ship will go out of control.”

He heard Mdik yawn. "Why don't you fix it? Y ou're the one who wants to



be the computer expert, right? Consider this on-the-job training.”

Before Zak could answer, aset of pae yelow emergency lights came on,
filling the room with adim glow. The turbolift door groaned, and Zak saw

severd setsof hands pushing the powerless door until it did open.

A broad-shouldered human in astiff blue officer's uniform jumped into
the room, followed by several crew members. The officer had short gray har

and athick mustache, and hisface wastwisted into an angry glare.

"What in the name of dl the sarsisgoing on here?" the uniformed men

demanded.

Zak panicked, but Mdik leaned back in his chair and grinned like a Huit

crimelord. "Nothing, Captain Hgjj. | wasjust trying to show this Tatooine

sand fleahow to work the computers and he nearly blew up the ship.”

"l only did what hetold meto!" Zak protested.

"Quiet!" Captain Hajj snapped. Then heturned back to Mdik. "I doubt

thisboy could have done that much damage to the ship in under sixty seconds.”

Malik shrugged. ™Y ou can think anything you want. It's not my fauit you

sent this nerf fuzz to bother me during my work hours.”



Zak brigtled. He didn't like being called a Tatooine sand flea or nerf

fuzz, but he had afeding the argument was between the captain and Mdlik.

Captain Hajj growled. "Y ou're lucky you were assigned to this ship by
people higher up in the chain of command. If you were one of my men, I'd have

you scrubbing out the engines during a hyperspace jump.”

Malik seemed totally unconcerned by the captain's anger. In fact, he

yawned.

Captain Hgjj'sface turned red, then, in alow growl, he said, "Restore

power. Now."

"Yes, gr," Mdik drawled. He punched afew commandsinto the computer,
and the lights came back on. Fresh, cool ar blasted into the room. Zak
redlized that the room had grown hot and stuffy-the life-support systems hed

been cut off. They dl could have suffocated.

Captain Hajj strode over to one of the control panelsand clicked on a

comlink. "All gations, check in."

Zak listened as saverd voices spoke through the comm system one by one.
"Navigation room, dl green." "Communicationsroom, dl green.” "Engine room,
al green.”" Unlike the Shroud, where dl the ship's controls were in one smal
cockpit, each of the Star of Empire's important systems was located in a

different area



When dl the systems had checked in, Captain Hajj nodded in satisfaction.

"Therewas no need for dl that talk, Captain,” Mdik sad. "This

computer program I'm ingtdling can do dl the checking for you."

"No thanks," Hgj replied. "I'd rather be captain of my own ship. Now get
back to work before | forget who your friendsare." Captain Hgj glared a

Zak."Youl Comewithme."

Obediently, Zak followed the stern man into the turbalift, followed by
the other members of the crew. Once the door had closed, Captain Hajj heaved a

huge sigh and rubbed his brow.

"Captain,” Zak sad, "I'm sorry. | redly didn't think | was"

"It'snot your fault,”" the captain interrupted. "When | told M-4D0 he

could take a guest up to the computer control room, | didn't realize Maik was

on duty. That technician isnothing but trouble.”

"Why don't you just fire him?' Zak asked.

Severd of the crew grumbled their agreement, but Hajj shook his head.

"It's not that easy. Mdik has connections. He knows important people in the

government.”



Zak tensed. "But | thought the Star of Empire was owned by a private

company, not by the Empire.”

"Itis," Hajj replied. "But we dtill have to keep the Empire happy. So,

if animportant Imperid officid says "Hire Mdik,' that'swhat we do."

Zak grew nervous. "Y ou mean Mdlik isan Imperid?'

"Y ou don't like Imperids, eh?' the captain said. "Don't worry. Mdik's
not an Imperid officer or anything. Asfar as | know he's just someone's
nephew or cousin. Son, as you grow up, you'll realize that people get ahead in
the galaxy because of who they know. Malik is one of those people. HESjust a

bad technician with good connections. Nothing for you to worry about.”

"Thenwhy areyou letting him stay aboard?" Zak asked.

"Because | want to day in business” Captain Haj laughed grimly.

"Imperid bureaucrats, even small, unimportant ones, can make trouble for a

businesslike ours. So now we have Malik ingtalling some new computer system

that can manage dl of the ship's controls.”

"Redly?' Zak asked, hisinterest returning. "Isit a secret? Can you

tel me about it?"

The captain sneered. "It's no secret. Just another machineto take over



someone's job. It's redly more than just a computer program. It's an

atificid intelligence.”

"Y ou mean it'sacomputer that can think," Zak said. "Like adroid.”

"Even better," the captain admitted. "Droids can learn like people do,
but they still stick to their programs. They're aways protocol droids, or
maintenance droids, or whatever. But this computer supposedly can learn new
programs, so that it can do whatever you ask it to. Fix the engines, cook the

food. It can even pilot the ship.”

Zak shrugged. "But ships have autopilots that can do that.”

"Sure”" Haj said, "if you have a captain who programs in the

destination. But can your autopilot decide where it wantsto go? SIM can.”

"SIM?" Zak asked.

"S1-M. Systems Integration Manager,” the captain explained. " "The next
generation of shipboard computers. " He curled his mustached lip into a
snarl. "And they can dump it down ablack holefor dl | care. | don't mind
having droids for some of the small work. But pilating starships should be

|eft to thinking beings™

Zak, however, wasimpressed. "That's just the kind of thing | was hoping



to learn about. But not from that guy back there.”

"Definitely not." The captain agreed. "If you're redly interested, go
back to your room and use the computer in your cabin. I'll arrange for you to

have access to some of the ship's programs. Y ou can see how our computers run.

Excited, Zak kept thanking the captain until the turbalift reached the
deck where his cabin was located. He ran down the wide hdl of the star

cruiser to hisdoor, excited to get to his computer and start exploring.

Despitetheincident with Malik, Zak was garting to think Tash was
right. The captain had been awfully nice. Maybe this cruise wasn't such a bad

ideaafter dl.

When he got to their cabins, Zak stopped, surprised. Tash was standing in

the hallway, talking to a strange man.

"Hey, Zak," Tash said. "Here's someone you should mest."

The man wastal, with red hair and green eyes. He stood with one hand

resting lightly on the holster of ablaster dung low on his hip. He had a

crooked, confident grin. The arrogant way he looked and moved reminded Zak of

apilot hed met named Han Solo.

"Meet Dash Rendar," Tash said to Zak.



"Hey, kid," Dash Rendar said.

"It'sZak," replied Zak. After Mdik, he was getting tired of being

caledkid.

“Right," Dash drawled.

Immediately Zak knew he didn't like this man. Dash had alazy, bored look
on hisface, but his eyes were congantly moving, scanning the hdlway,
checking the doorways. His hands and shoulders looked relaxed, but his hand
never strayed far from his blaster-asif at any moment he would ether draw
and gart firing, or fal adeep. Zak had thefeding that Dash Rendar was
ether going to steal something from them, or sdl something to them. He

wasn't surewhich.

If Zak werein anorma mood, Dash Rendar would have been just the kind
of person hed want to meet. Zak had always been more of athrill-seeker than
hissister, and he could tell that adventuresfollowed Dash Rendar like the
tall on acomet. But Zak had done enough adventuring lately, and now Dash just

|looked liketrouble.

Zak looked at Tash. "So what'sgoing on?"

"l met Dash in one of the game rooms," Tash explained. "Héesapilot and



says held been to Dantooine severa times-"

"I've been everywhere severd times," Dash bragged. "-and could give us

some hints. He and Uncle Hoole just got finished talking."

Uncle Hooletalked to thisguy? Zak couldn't believe it. Unde Hoole

hardly talksto anyone!

"Hey," Tash added, "where were you during that power blackout? We had a

scare here-"

"Sorry, Tash, I've got to go," Zak apologized and hurried into his cabin

before she could say another word.

For afew minutes, Zak worried about Dash Rendar. He was certain thet
Tash and Hoole should take his advice and avoid al contact with Strangers.
They had been tricked and betrayed too many times by people they'd met in
their travels. Zak decided to talk to hisuncle right away, then get back to

his computer.

He entered Hool€'s room and found his uncle studying a computer screen.

Hoole was an anthropologist, so Zak expected to see aline of boring text on

the screen. Instead, he found Hoole playing agame.

"What do you know," Zak said. "Evenyou relax.”



Hoole did not take his eyes from the screen. "Intellectua exercise, Zak.
Thisisacomputer game program. The game is cdled Dgarik. You play by
moving your pieces around a board, trying to capture the other player's
pieces.” Zak studied the screen, which displayed an image of a gridboard. On
it were rows of white pieces and rows of black. In the corner of the screen, a

box flashed over and over: Y our move... Y our move... Y our move...

The flashing text was distracting, but Hoole ignored it as he studied the
board. Zak said, "The computer wants you to make a move. Why don't you go

ahead?'

"Degarik is an interesing game, Zak," Hoole said camly. "t is
iImportant to move when you want to, rather than when your opponent wants you

to." Hoole looked up from the screen. "Did you need something?”

"Oh, no," Zak said. "Y ou'retoo involved in your game."

Zak went back to his own room and stared at the assortment of computer
pieces on histable. Firgt, he had to reassemble the computer terminal, which
he did as quickly as possible. He assembled the computer screen and plugged it
into the computer wires coming out of the cabinwall. But he gill had to
reattach the control panel, with al the buttons and touch-pads he used to
enter commands. He attached afew of the wires, and was pleased to see the
screen light up. But the dozens of small connections confused him, and soon he

began to think he might have made amistake.



Suddenly, a sentence appeared on the computer screen.

DATA INPUT CONNECTIONS IS INCORRECT.

"What?' Zak said doud. Then he typed the word what? into the computer. A

new line of text appeared under his question.

GREEN DATA CABLE MUST BE CONNECTED TO THE LOGIC CIRCUITS.

Surprised, Zak did as he was told, connecting the green wiresto a

microchip in the back of the computer.

CONNECT ALL THEBLUEWIRESTO THE MATCHING SLOTSIN THE WALL SOCKET.

Again, Zak followed the ingtructions that appeared on the screen. "l've
never had acomputer tell me how to put itself back together before. It'skind

of like the patient telling the doctor how to operate.”

Zak figured that it was some kind of teaching program that helped new
users put their computers together. When he had finished connecting the last
wires, the computer screen brightened and dl the words vanished. For a

moment, the screen was blank. Then two words appeared.

HELLO, ZAK.



CHAPTER 4

Zak sat back, stunned.

Hédlo, Zak? Was this some kind of joke? How could ateaching program on a

dar cruiser know his name?

It couldn't. Someone was playing ajoke. Somehow, someone else must have

tapped into his computer, typing in sentences as aprank.

"Whoisthis?' Zak said as he typed in the same sentence.

There was a pause before the reply flashed acrossthe screen.

| AM SIM.

"Where are you?' Zak typed back.

| AM HERE.

"Inmy cabin?'

YES. | AM WHEREVER THE SHIPSFUNCTIONS ARE.

Zak dapped hisforehead, amazed at hisown downess. Hetyped: "You are



the artificid intelligence that operates the ship'sfunctions. SIM. S.I.M."

The computer wrote back, Y.E.S.

Zak laughed. A computer with a sense of humor.

The computer continued, THE CAPTAIN AUTHORIZED YOUR ACCESS TO SOME OF MY

SYSTEMS, SO | HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR YOUR TERMINAL TO COME ONLINE. WAS
IT

MALFUNTIONING?

Zak admitted, "I took it gpart. Sorry."

NO HARM DONE. SOMETIMESA SYSTEM MUST BE DISRUPTED BEFORE IT CAN BE

IMPROVED.

"Y ou speak well for acomputer,” Zak said. He couldn't help talking aloud

when he typed. He fdt like he was having ared conversation.

The computer replied, | WASDESIGNED TO IMITATE THE SPEECH PATTERNS OF 6.

2MILLION DIFFERERENT LIFEFORMS. AND I'VE ADAPTED ALONG THE WAY. .

There was a pause.

| HAVE BEEN INFORMED THAT YOU WOULD LIKE TO LEARN MORE ABOUT MY

FUNCTIONS. 30 PERCENT OF MY PROGRAMS ARE RESTRICTED. BUT | HAVE 3,263



EDUCATIONAL FILESON HOW TO DESIGN COMPUTERS, HOW TO BUILD THEM, AND
HOW TO

CREATE YOUR OWN GAMES.

"Games?' Zak replied. Heloved computer games.

INDEED. WOULD YOU LIKETO PLAY A GAME?

"Sure" Then, asan afterthought, "Aslong asit'snot Dgarik. "

Ingtantly, alist of games appeared on the screen, followed by the words:

| SUGGEST YOU CHOOSE THE GAME"TIE FIGHTER."

Zak did. A moment later, he found himself looking at a computer-generated

image of deep space. Sowly, asmall ship appeared. It was an Imperid TIE

fighter that appeared to have been damaged.

"Isthisacombat game?' Zak asked. "What am | supposed to do?"'

Therewasasmadl box at the bottom of the screen, and in it words

appeared. YOU'RE AN IMPERIAL TIEFIGHTER PILOT. YOUR SHIP HAS BEEN DAMAGED
AND

YOU NEED TO REGAIN POWER BEFORE REBEL FORCES ARRIVE.

Zak frowned. Hedidn't like playing an Imperiad. But agame wasagame.

YOU NEED TO FIND THE ACCESS CODE THAT WILL REPAIR YOUR SHIP. BUT YOU



MUST

DO IT BEFORE THEENEMY ARRIVES

Next to the TIE fighter, a series of codes appeared. The frown remained

on Zak'sface. Thiswasn't avery exciting game. Sighing, he picked one code

and typeditin. It didn't work. A litle more interested, he typed in

another, and another, until finally, one of them worked. A new line of text

appeared on the screen: FIRST-LEVEL SAFEGUARDS DISENGAGED.

"Prime," Zak said to himsdlf. Then hetyped, "Okay, what now?"

No answer. "SIM?" Zak typed.

THERE SEEMSTO BE A SLIGHT PROBLEM ELSEWHERE ON THE SHIP. | NEED TO

DEVOTEALL BANK TOIT. EXCUSE ME.

The computer screen blinked and went dark.

"What agreat computer,” Zak said to no onein particular. He stood up

and went outside, where Tash and Dash Rendar were il talking.

"Tash, the strangest thing just happened,” Zak said. "'l wasjust on the

computer, and it starting talking to me.”

"Most computerstalk more than is good for them," Dash said.



"Not likethis" Zak replied. "Thisoneismore likealiving being then

anything I've seen, even adroid. It'scdled SIM."

Dash'seyeswidened. "SIM? What kind of nameisthat?"

Zak's answer was drowned out by a sudden blast of noise. Alam bells

rang, filling the hallwayswith ear-piercing shrieks. All three humans clamped

their hands over their ears, but the sound reached right through and stabbed

intotheir brains.

Louder even than the alarm bells, a computerized voice boomed over the

ship'sloudspeskers.

"Evacuae ship! Thisisnot adrill. Evacuate ship!”

CHAPTER 5

"Engine reactor mafunction,” the voice continued. "Critical meltdown in

fifteen minutes! Evacuate ship!”

All thedoorslining the halway suddenly flew open. Species of dl

shapes and sizes came pouring out of their cabins and into the halls, tuming

the corridor into asea of thrashing armsand legs.

In the confusion, Zak barely had timeto grab Tash's hand. Dash Rendar



was swept away by the stampeding crowd. The two Arrandas fdt themsdves
pushed aong by the hundreds of beings storming toward the turboalifts. A long-
snouted Kubaz tried to shove between them. Zak held so tightly to Tagh's am

that hefdt hisfingernallsdig into her skin.

"What do we do?" he shouted over the screaming darms and the screaming

passengers.

"Comewithme"

Hoole suddenly appeared next to them. He hadn't been there amoment ago.
Somehow he had worked hisway through the crowd. As a shape-changing Shi‘ido,
he could have shifted into the form of acrystal snake or aranat and dashed

eadly through the crowd of legs and feet.

Quickly but calmly, Hoole took each of them by the hand and started
through the crowd. Keeping his coal, the Shi'ido looked for any opening in the
frantic wal of passengers and dowly advanced uniil he reached the
turbolifts, where dozens of beings from almost as many species were pounding

on the door.

The loudspeaker blared again. " Critica metdown in twelve minutes™

"Critica mdtdown?" Tash asked. "What happens then?"

"The ship explodes," Hoole replied. He opened a door near the turbolifts.



"But Uncle Hoole, thelifts are over there," Zak said, pointing to the

thickest part of the crowd.

"Never take turbolifts during an emergency, Zak," Hooleingtructed.

Asthedoor did open, Zak saw amaintenance tube with aladder. The tube
rose high above them, probably all the way to the top of the ship, and just as

far below them.

"Tashfirg, then Zak," the Shi'ido said. Hisface was stony and stern as

ever. "Four levels down to the docking bay. Well take the Shroud out of here.

Zak waited for Tash to grab the ladder and start down. He swung onto the

ladder afew rungs behind her, with Hoole following.

At firgt Zak thought Hoole had let Tash and him go first Smply to get
them down the ladder faster. But he soon redlized thaet Hoole had another
reason. As soon as the panicked mob at the turbolifts saw the open maintenance
tube, they swarmed into it like abunch of voor beetles. Zak could seealarge
human jump onto the ladder and start down, with afa, furry Bothan close
behind. Not caring who they trampled, the two passengers pressed down on

Hool€e's head. "Hurry up! Move!" they screamed.



Hoole ignored them, moving at his own pace, bearing the brunt of their
weight on his shoulders, |etting Zak and Tash concentrate on climbing down the

four levelsto the docking bay.

They reached it and opened the door to find that panic had arrived before

them.

The corridor was packed with passengers. Some were empty-handed, but most
had grabbed whatever belongingsthey could. A Twi'lek shoved hisway past
them, the two tentacles growing out of his skull tossed hedlily over one

shoulder.

"Critica metdown in ten minutes. Abandon ship!”

"WEIl never get through this crowd,” Zak shouted over the noise.

"And even if we do, the docking bay's going to be just as jammed!™ Tash

added.

Hoole agreed. His steady gaze swept over the mob filling the passageway.
Nearby, the human and the Bothan who had followed them down the tube had
gotten into an argument. The Bothan'sfur bristled and it shoved the human,
sending him backward into a crowd. A dozen people fell to the floor, adding to

the confusion.

"Thelife pods," Hoole decided. "It's our only hope.”



Onceagain gripping Zak and Tash in his firm grasp, the tdl Shi'ido
plunged into the mob. Zak felt himself pulled through aforest of arms, legs,

tentacles, and fins as Hoole advanced.

The mob moved likeadow river that emptied, findly, into awide
observation deck filled with banks of life-pod doors. Each door led to an
escape pod that could be launched away from the cruiser. The life pods were
used to evacuate passengers from a ship and were designed to keep the

survivorsdivefor days, until help arrived.

Zak saw people pouring into the open life pods. Most were aready full,

but frightened passengers continued to fight their way in, while those ingde

fought to keep them out. Criesof "Too full! Too full!' mixed with shouts of

"Let meon!" Panicked travelers screamed in ahundred different languages.

The loudspesker announced: " Criticd mdtdown in eight minutes.”

Hool€'s voice took on asharp edge. "'I've had enough of this."

Zak saw Hool€e's skin start to crawl across his bones and knew what would

happen next.

Hoole changed.



Suddenly, he was no longer agray-skinned Shi‘ido. He was an enormous
dug-like Hutt, with awide, round body, thick tail, and enormous head and
mouth. Roaring, he shoved forward. The crowd parted like curtains being pulled

back.

"Order! Order!" the Hutt boomed in avoice so loud it could be heard over
the screaming passengers, the darm bells, and the loudspesker. "Form lines

Wewill al get out together if we work together!™

A panicked passenger-a Rodian, Zak guessed, by its green skin and short
snout-tried to shove Hoole away, but in his Hutt shape, Hoole was just too

big.

Intimidated by hisSze, the passengersfdl into line. Zak and Tash had
followed their uncle as he cut a pathway through the crowd, and now they found

themselvesright next to one of the life-pod doors.

"Ingde," the Hutt-shaped Hoole ordered, shoving the two Arrandas into

the escape craft.

"Criticd metdown infiveminutes,” the loudspesker announced. "Evacuate

shipimmediady!"

The fear and tensgon were thick enough to cut with a vibroblade. Five
minutes until the ship exploded. Anxious passengers crowded forward as more

people arrived at the rear, pushing and shoving together. Thelines started to



break up.

Someone screamed. Zak dmogt missed it over the shouts of other
passengers and the shrieking darms, but he followed the sound until he saw a
woman at the back of the room. She was screaming, "My baby! My baby!" and

trying to force her way through the crowd.

"Over therel" said Tash, who'd aso heard the woman. Zak followed her
pointing finger. On the opposite Sde of the observation deck, a two-year-old

girl sat huddled in acorner, crying.

"They must have gotten separated by the crowd,” Tash guessed.

"She can't see her daughter from where shes standing,” Zak said. "Come

on!"

Together, Zak and Tash dashed back out of thelife pod. Immediatdly, two

passengers jumped in to take their places.

The two Arrandas wormed their way back through the crowd. Tash ran for
thelittlegirl, while Zak headed for the mother, ducking and dodging,
sometimes dropping down to his hands and knees and crawling between legs A
large, hairy-footed Taz stepped on hisfingers and a big-eared Chadra-Fan

amogt tripped him, but he struggled on.



Once hewasin the crowd, he could no longer see the woman, but he could

gill follow the sound of her cries. Hereached her in lessthan aminute.

"Comewith me," he said, grabbing her hand.

Dumbstruck, the woman followed as Zak headed in the direction of Tash and
thelittlegirl. Halfway through the crowd, he bumped into someone for
probably the hundredth timein thelast sixty seconds-but this someone was

Tash, and shewas holding thelittle girl.

"My baby!" the woman cried.

"Get onalife pod, and hurry!" Zak said.

The woman flashed them anervous, thankful smile, then disappeared into

the crowd.

Zak and Tash tried to force their way back toward the front of the
observation deck, but abig, bald human with awicked scar on his cheek

stopped them as they tried to pass. "Where do you think you're going?"

"We aready have seatsin that life pod,” Zak replied.

"Sure," the human sneered, "your seat isright behind mine. Now wait your

turn.”



"Y ou don't understand,” Tash added, "we were just hel ping someone! ™

The bald man snarled, "Good for you. Now let me help you. Right into the

storage closet!"

The man grabbed them each by the arm. Turning angrily, he strode to an

open storage room at the back end of the observation deck and dumped them

ingde. Then he hit the control switch, closing the door.

Asthey picked themsdves up, Zak and Tash heard the loudspesker

announce, "Critical meltdown in three minutes. Explosionimminent.”

"That wasrude!" Zak said.

"Just get the door open!™ Tash replied.

There was acontrol panel on theinside of the storage room, too. Zak

touched the Open button.

Nothing happened.

Hetouched it again.

Nothing.



"Could he have locked it?" Tash asked.

Zak studied the control pand. "There aren't any locks on thisdoor. It's

just stuck!”

Outside, the loudspeaker boomed, "Critical metdown in two minutes.

Prepareto jettison life pods.”

"Usethid" Tash said, holding up apiece of metal pipe. It looked likea

spare part for a maintenance droid. Together, Zak and Tash jammed the bar into

the door and started to pry it open.

"It won't budge," Zak grunted.

"If we don't hurry, dl thelife podswill be gone," hissister warned.

They kept at it. It seemed to take forever, but findly metd creaked

againg meta, something in the door frame gave way, and the door did dowly

open.

"Wedidit!" Zak cried. He jumped out of the Storage closet...

... ahd into an empty room.

Uncle Hoole, the crowds, and the life podswere al gone.



CHAPTER 6

"Critical meltdown in two minutes!" the computerized voice announced.

"They left us™" Tash whispered. "They left us™

Thanksto Hool€e's organization, all the passengers had managed to crowd

onto the life pods, and al the pods had been released.

Zak shook his head. "Uncle Hoole never would have lft the ship without

LIS,"

"He must have thought we were still on board the life pod!" Tash replied.

"Maybe there's another life pod somewhere!” said Zak hopefully. “"Come on!

They dashed from the observation deck and down a halway, looking for

another escape pod. Now and then they came across one of the round doorways

that indicated alife pod, but all of the pods had been gected.

"Criticd mdtdown in one minutel"

"The docking bay!" Zak shouted. He could see the huge doors of thet led

to the ship landing area. "We can gill makeit!"



They sprinted for the doors, but when they reached them, the doors

wouldn't budge. Zak punched acommand into the door's control panel.

A smadll screen lit up and words flashed on the screen:

EXPLOSION IMMINENT. ALL SAFETY DOORSHAVE BEEP SEALED.

"No!" Zak banged hisfist againgt the door. He turned to look a Tash,

but she had no more idess.

"| think-" he started to say.

"Thisisit," shefinished for him. Zak knew what it meant. They were

goingtodie.

They sat down on the cold durasted floor with their backs to the

docking-bay doors. The ship was going to explode. There was nowhereto run.

The computerized warning boomed, "Critica meltdown in thirty seconds!”

Zak looked at hissister. "Tash, I... I..." He stopped. "Thanksfor being

my sder.”

Tash put her arm around him. "Thanks for being my brother.”



They sat and listened asthe computer voice came back on. "Criticd

meltdown in ten seconds... nine... eight..."

Z&k's heart pounded againgt hisribs. He suddenly wondered if his parents

had had any advance warning before their homeworld had been destroyed. What

had they felt intheir find moments, before their whole planet had been

blasted to pieces?

Heredized that he was about to find out.

The computer continued its countdown. ... Six. five..."

Zak felt hismouth go dry.

... three... two.."

He closed hiseyestight.

"..one"

Darkness.

Silence

Isthiswhat it'slike to be dead? Zak thought. The exploson mug have



been incredibly quick. He hadn't felt any pain. He hadn't felt anything.

Then someone shook his shoulder and Zak nearly jumped. That's when he

redized that his eyeswere still closed. He opened them, and the darkness was

replaced by the soft white light of the Star of Empire's glowpanels.

The sllence surprised him. The ship'semergency darms had been danging

for so long held amost gotten used to them.

"Zak," Tash said, bresking the silence. "Were ill here.”

Zak nodded, hardly believing it. He looked around.

Except for the fact that there was no onein sight, the Star of Empire

looked absolutely normad. The alarm bells had shut down, the computer voice

had turned itslf off. They could hear nothing.

"The ship didn't explode!” Zak cried. He jumped up and grabbed his sister

inabig hug. They both laughed. "Were divel"

"It must have been afdsedarm,” Tash guessed.

Zak nodded, getting asudden idea. "Y eah, or maybe SIM fixed it a the

lagt minute."

"SM?'



"Y eah-1 wastelling you about SIM when the meltdown warning darm went
off. SIM stands for Systems Integration Manager. It's the atifidd
intelligence that runsthe entire ship. It could have found away to stop the

enginesfrom meting down."

"Well, maybeit can tdl ushow to cal for help,” Tash replied. "Because
we're going to need it. We may be the only onesleft on board.” She looked
around until she spotted acomputer terminal partway down the corridor. "Can

we contact thisSIM?'

Zak hurried over to theterminal. 1t was a public service termindl.
Passengers could useit to locate the many restaurants and game rooms on the

cruise ship, or find out when med's and activities had been schedul ed.

"Y ou can send messages from here," Zak noticed, touching a button near
the screen. "Therés afunction thet lets people send messages over the
HoloNet. But it's not going to do us any good. It looks like communications

are down. | guess there was some damage to the ship after all.”

Tash looked around nervoudly. The ship was designed to hold thousands of
people. Empty, it wasfull of strange sounds and felt downright creepy. They
could hear their own voices echoing adozen times down the long hdls. "Can't

SM fixit?"



Zak punched severa buttons on the computer control pandl. He found maps
to the ship, alist of al the crew members, and a schedule of events that

would never take place. He pressed another button and the screen went blank.

"What are you doing?' Tash asked.

"I haveto figure out how to access the main computer. It'stricky. These
terminals weren't put here so people could come dong and break into the

ship's main computers, you know."

He punched in afew commands but nothing happened. Zak bit hislip
nervoudy. There had to be away to get to SIM. The hdlway computer was
connected to the main computers, which meant they were connected to SIM as

wdl. All he had to do was find the connection.

But dowly he became frudtrated. The ship's computer system was as big as
the ship itself-he smply didn't know where to look. Just when he was about to

give up, Zak got an idea. He punched in acommand. "Access gamefiles.”

Thelist of computer games stored in the ship's computers came up. Zak
chose TIE Fighter. Theimages of the game came on-screen, but then the screen

flickered and aword started to appear.

The letters HEL flashed onto the screen, followed by abunch of scrambled

words.



"Isthat 'hello’ or 'help'?" Tash asked.

Zak didn't know. Hetypedin, "SIM?"

The screen flickered again.

HELLO.

Therewasalong pause.

"Got him!" Zak yelled. Then hetyped, "Hello SIM. How'd you know it was

me?'

YOU WERE SMART TO ACCESSME THROUGH THE GAME GRID. HOWEVER, THIS IS
NO

TIME FOR GAMES.

"1 wasn't planning on playing one."

| KNOW... THAT WAS... A JOKE. HUMANS APPRECIATE HUMOR DURING A CRISIS.

Zak typed again, asking the computer if it was okay.

NO SYSTEMSDAMAGED. TRYING TO MAKE REPAIRS. ESTIMATED TIME FOR



REPAIRS

UNKNOWN SOMETHING ISINTERFERING. | SUSPECT SABOTAGE.

The words limped onto the screen dowly. If SIM had avoice, it would

have sounded like an injured person speaking through clenched teeth.

"Sabotage," Zak said, surprised. Then he typed in: " Someone set off those

adarmson purpose?’

CAUSE OF ALARM UNKNOWN. INTERNAL SENSORS ARE NOT FUNCTONING. |
DON'T EVEN

KNOW IF ANYONE ELSE ISSTILL ON BOARD.

"AKitif wecan send adistresssgnd,” Tash said. Za&k did as she

suggested.

Inanswer, SIM displayed alist of dl the problemswith the ship.

COMMUNICATIONS ARE NOT FUNCTIONING.

ENGINES ARE NOT FUNCTIONING.

FLIGHTS CONTROLS ARE NOT FUNCTIONING.

LIFE-SUPPORT SYSTEMS ARE NOT FUNCTIONING.



Zak read thelast line severd times beforeit sank in.

"Zak," Tash sad, reading over his shoulder. "If the life-support systems

arefaling...

"WEell lose our oxygen. Well die" he whispered. Then he considered.
"But even if the computer isn't pumping new air into the ship, acruiser this
bigisaready full of air. And there are only two of usbreething it. So we

have sometime."

Tash shrugged in frugtration. "Time for what? We can't cdl anyone. And
we couldnt fly this ship even if the engines were working." Suddenly, her
eyeslit up. "But we could fly our ship. Maybe now that the emergency's over,

we can get to the Shroud and fly it out!”

They started toward the docking bay at a run, their footsteps echoing

loudly in the empty hallways. But they had only gone ahundred meters down the

hall when Zak suddenly dowed to awalk, and then started walking on tiptoe.

Tash dowed down beside him. "What are you doing?"

"I just thought of something," he said in a hushed voice. "If someone

sabotaged the ship, they did it for areason.”" He was going to add, "They

might till be on board.”

But he never got the chance.



A strong hand reached from behind and clamped down over his mouth.

CHAPTER 7

Zak struggled, but whoever grabbed him had adurasted grip.

Kicking and thrashing, Zak felt himsalf being turned around until he was

looking into an arrogant, handsome face.

The face of Dash Rendar.

"Quiet," Dash ordered. "Both of you."

Tash said nothing. Zak till struggled, but he couldn't remove Dash's

gloved hand from his mouth.

Dash didn't look at his prisoner. He seemed to be ligening. After a
moment he nodded, satisfied, then loosened his grip on Zak, who dapped the

pilot's hands away angrily.

"Easy there, kid," Dash chuckled, hisface widening into a grin. "You

might blow acircuit.”

"What'sthe - Why'd you - Who do you think-" Zak sputtered, furious.



Dash seemed to understand all of Zak's half-spoken questions. He said
camly, "Theideawasto keep you quiet. Thewhy isbecause | thought | was
being followed, and you two were making so much noise | couldn't locate the
source of the footsteps. Asfor who | think | am,” he scratched his stubble-

covered chin. "It lookslike I'm the guy who's got to get you two out of here.

"We don't need your help," Zak snapped.

"Dash, what are you doing here?' Tash asked. "I mean with dl the darms

going off, why'd you stay?"

Dash nodded at her and Zak. "'l could ask you two the same question.”

Zak didn't respond, but Tash said, "We got shoved into a storage room and

the door jammed. By the time we got out, al thelife pods had left and the

blast doors were down, so we couldn't get to our ship.”

Dash burgt into laughter. ™Y ou got locked in a closet?"

Zak felt hisdidike for Dash Rendar growing. The man was rude, arrogant,

and, Zak was sure, completdy untrustworthy. "Y eah, so what's your excuse?' he

sad. "You're ill here, too."

Dash wiped atear of mirth from his eye and chuckled, "Locked ina



closet." Then hesighed, "Me, | stayed aboard on purpose.”

Tash was surprised. "Why? The ship was going to explode!

The pilot shook his head with utter certainty. "No way. Ships this 9ze
don't just explode. They have back-up systemsand dl sorts of devices to
prevent accidents. If something had happened, we would have heard from the

captain beforeit got this bad. The warning siren came too quick for my taste.

"S0 you stuck around to see what would happen,” Tash said, impressed.

"That's pretty brave."

"Pretty unbdlievable," Zak said.

He gave the pilot along, suspicious|ook. Dash was exactly the kind of
person Zak had worried about when they came aboard the Star of Empire. Now,
studying Dash up close, Zak fdt hisinginctsraise an darm louder than dl

the cruisar'sSrens.

If Dash noticed the stare, he didn't pay atention. "l figure sSomeone
triggered the alarm on purpose. It's the easiest way to get everyone off the
ship. Then dl that someone would haveto do is stay behind, and the ship is

dl thers"



"Y ou mean stay behind,” Zak noted sarcadticdly, "kind of like you did?"

Tash looked around at the ship. "What made you think of that in the

middle of dl the panic?'

"Well," the pilot admitted with ady grin, "it is, as Zak seemsto
think, just what I'd do. If | were the type of person to commit a crime, of

course.”

"So who might have done this?" Tash asked.

Zak answered her. "It could've been anyone. There were thousands of
people on the ship. It could have been a group of smugglers, or thieves,

anyone." Helooked at Dash when he said that.

"And if they're ill onboard,” Tash concluded, "then wed better get out
of here as soon as possible. If they're pirates, they'll have another ship on
theway. Dash, we were just on our way to the docking bay to try to get to our

ship."

Dash shook his head. "No good. | just came from there. The blast shidd
doors are stuck tight. | was going to find the communications room and send a
distresssignd. Then the authorities could handle whoever might be onboard.
Theonly problemis, | have no ideawhere to look. The communicationsroom is

redtricted, soit'snot listed in the ship's guide.”



"Itisif you know how to look," Zak replied.

They continued aong the corridor until they came upon another passenger
assigtance termind. There, Zak typed hisway past the main screen until he

found SIM.

HELLO ZAK.

Zak typed inthelr problem and their plan to reach the communications
room. Flashing images onto the computer screen, SIM showed them where the

communications room was. Then SIM added:

HOWEVER, YOUR PLAN HASONLY A 15 PERCEPT CHANCE OF SUCCESS. |
SUGGEST AN

ALTERNATE PLAN. GO TO CONTROL ROOM. THERE, | CAN INSTRUCT YOU TO MAKE
REPAIRS

TOMY MAIN PROGRAM. THEN | CAN REPAIR SHIP, OPEN DOCKING BAY DOORS,
AND SEND A

DISTRESS SIGNAL.

"Hey, guys," Zak caled back over his shoulder. "SIM wants us to go to

the control room and repair him instead.”

"Repair him?' Tash replied. "How do you know it'samae computer? Maybe

itsfemde"

"Okay, it," Zak replied. "It saysthat once it's repaired it can do



anythingwe ask."

Dash considered this. "But what if we can't repair it? We'd have wasted a

lot of time. | say we get to the communi cations room."

"Metoo," Tash echoed.

"But-" Zak began, but Tash and Dash had aready started down the hall. He

followed them rdluctantly.

The ship was huge, but it was easy to get around in. After dl, it had
been built to make passengersfed welcome. The hallswerewide and brightly
lit, and all the doors and areas were dearly marked. There seemed to be
nothing to worry about. Except, of course, the other beings who might be on

the ship with them.

Only once during their walk did anything unusud happen. Tash suddenly

stopped in midstride, pulling up so suddenly that Zak bumped right into her.

"What-?" he started to say.

"Shh!" shesad. "Ligen!”

They listened. The hdlswere slent.



"My scannersare clear,” said Dash, using space pilot dang for "there's

no trouble."

"What do you hear?"

A worry lineformed on Tash'sforehead. "It's not exactly what | hear.

It'smore like'-she paused and looked at Zak-"more like something | fed."

Zak understood. Over the last few months, Tash had proven severd times
that she wasin tune with the Force, the mystica energy that bound the galaxy
together. Tash had learned of the Force by studying the Jedi. A year ago, Zak
hadn't even believed that the Force existed, let donethat his sster might
be ableto useit. But now he recognized that her Force-fedings had often
proved true. On three separate occasions she had even used the Force to save

thair lives.

So when Tash said she felt something, Zak paid attention. "Areyou il

fedingit?

She nodded. "There's danger nearby. | fed something... no, someone
watching. Y ou know that fegling you get when you're not looking a someone,
but you fed them staring & your back? It's like that." She shivered.

"Whoever did thisto the ship, they'reright around here. They're close.”

After that, they walked quietly for awhile, not spesking. But nathing

happened. No one appeared. And eventually, they al began to relax again.



They passed through one of the ship's restaurants. A few chairs were
overturned, and here and there napkins had fluttered to the floor, dropped in
the panic to reach the lifepods. Obvioudly, the restaurant had been hosting a
party. An eectronic banner over the door read HAPPY LIFE DAY, BOBRINGI
MAFUSA. YOU'RE ONE FINE MON CALAMARI. One huge table was covered with desserts

that had gone unesten... until Zak spotted them.

He scooped up ahandful of pastrieswith cream-filling. "'l wouldn't do

that," Dash warned him.

"Wéll, youre not me," Zak replied with a amile as he bit into the

pestry.

His smile vanished as dozens of smdl, wigdly legs squirmed out from

behind his teeth and scrambled across hislips.

"I'm glad I'm not you," Dash laughed.

Zak gagged and wiped the wriggling things off hisface. Looking down &t

his hand, he saw Sx or seven tiny crabs scurrying up his forearm. He sent

them flying with aflick of hiswrist, then spat out the pastry.

Dash watched thelittle crabs run under atable. "The Mon Cdamari live

on awater-covered world. One of thar favorite dessarts is crab-stuffed



creampuffs. With live crabs.”

Zak felt himsalf blush. He decided not to reply.

On thefar Sde of the restaurant was awall made entirely of crystd. It

looked out onto a park.

"Hey, | wasinthat park,” Tash said. "It's called the Atrium. Theré's a
huge bank of turbolifts on the far Sde. | bet we can get to the

communications room from there."

"That would be prime," Zak noted, "but how do we get through that wal?

There aren't any doors.”

"Then well make one," Dash said. He reached down to hisside.

For thefirst time, Zak wondered why the pilot carried a wegpon on a

luxury liner. But the question was literdly blown out of his thoughts when

Dash fired at the crystd wall, turning it into a hillion tiny shards thet

fdl totheground likerain.

"Theresyour door. Let'sgo,” the pilot said casually.

They crunched across the shattered crystal and out into the Atrium. Tash,

who was mogt familiar with the park, led the way.



They followed a path that wound through a amdl menegerie. There were
eight cages, but instead of metal bars, the walls of the cages were made of

forcefidds. That kept the animads safe indde, but gave the ship's

passengers a perfect view.

Zak saw severd creatures he recognized. Five were exatic but harmless
plant-eating species. But there was also a divto, athree-headed snake whose
bite was poisonous. In another cage, avornskr snarled at them. It was large,
four-legged, and thick with muscles, and itslong tail ended in sharp spikes.
Next to the vornskr prowled ayayak, a dark-furred feline creature that moved

50 smoothly it seemed to be made of liquid. It hissed at them asthey passed.

"Nice pets," Zak said sarcagticdlly.

Dash shrugged. "Exotic animals are big attractions. Passengerson cruise

ships et this suff up.”

At the end of the menagerie, Tash veered off the walkway and stepped onto

afield of carefully tended grass.

Shelaughed. "When | was here before, they had droids stationed al over

the place, tdlling people not to walk on the grass.”

"Theresone now.” Zak pointed. A gardening droid rolled out from behind

atree. It was about ameter tall and moved on two treads like atank. Its



head was shaped like amushroom full of holesthe sze of Zak's eyebdl. He

wondered what the holeswerefor.

"And there's another," Dash added as another droid appeared. This one
didn't have the hole-filled head, but it was equipped with four arms, each of
which ended in a collection of work tools. The Arrandas had had asmall garden
on Alderaan, so Zak recognized the tools: a vibro-spade for digging, a piston-
pounder for driving seedsinto the ground, laser shears, and many other
devices. Zak remembered them because, when he was a baby, his mother had
aways kept them out of reach, afraid he'd hurt himsalf. He dways thought it

was funny that she worried so much about Smple gardening toals.

Two more droids appeared.

All thedroidsrolled toward them.

The four droids dowed down. Thetool droid rolled right up to Dash, and

itsartificial voice stated, "Please keep off the grass.”

Dash laughed. "Y ou bet, as soon as we get outta here” He started

forward.

"Please keep off the grass,” the droid replied. Then it dashed a him

with the laser shears.

CHAPTER 8



The laser shears whipped across Dash's ssomach. With amezing reflexes,
the pilot jumped backward and only the tips of the shears touched him. But the
laser-powered cutting tool was dill deadly enough to dice through his

clothesand cut hisskin, leaving athin line of blood across his ssomach.

"Yow!" the pilot shouted. "These guys seem to take the park rules pretty

serioudy.”

The hole-headed droid rolled up to Zak, who took a step back even though
the droid didn't seem to have any weapons. "1'm not taking any chances, even

though you don't look very dangerous-"

Hiswords were drowned by atorrent of water that gushed out of the holes
in the droid's head. The powerful jets of water struck Zak in the chest and
sent him sprawling onto the grass. Hetried to get up, but the gush of water
continued, forcing him down and soaking him through. It felt to Zak like a
Wookiee was pummeling him with punches. When Zak could finaly open his mouth

to catch his breath, water poured in, and he gagged.

Then someone was standing in front of him, blocking the water blast. Zak
caught aglimpse of Dash's face, the arrogant grin replaced by a grimace of
pain asthe pilot took the brunt of the water on his back, giving Zak a chance

to scrambleto hisfedt.



"Dash, look out!" Tash cried.

Thetool droid had rolled forward and raised its vibrospade, about to

bring it down on the pilot's head. But at the last minute, Dash dove forward

and rolled across the grass, out of harm'sway.

"They'retrying to kill ud" Zak sputtered.

Dash grunted. "No gardening droid's gonnakill Dash Rendar. I'd never

liveit down."

The pilot drew hisblaster and fired at the waterspout droid. The blast

punched a hole in the droid's outer shell, and it dowed for amoment. Then it

darted rolling forward again.

"Indugtrid-qudity droids," the pilot grunted. "Gonna be tough to kill."

The droid's head swiveled asit sent another stream of water & them.

Dash blasted another holein the droid's body, but the droid kept coming.

"Let'sget out of herel" Zak shouted.

Dash scoffed. "Me run? From adroid?"

Thetool droid's piston pounder-punched out, catching Dash on the

shoulder and spinning him around. Stunned, he would have been cut down by the



droid's sharp set of laser shearsif Tash hadn't grabbed his am and yanked

him out of reach.

"Hey, I'vegot anidea," the pilot said, backing away quickly. "Let's get

out of here"

All three turned to run. They were much faster than the four droids, but
the waterspout droid was incredibly powerful. Its spurted ajet of water at
them that was strong enough to knock them down. One after another, they fdll

and scrambled up again asthe droids rolled after them.

"How bigisthis Atrium, anyway?' Zak panted, trying to keep his footing

on the wet grass.

"The exit isthat way!" Tash pointed to arow of shrubs. Some patient

gardener had trimmed and shaped the bushesto look like living crestures. Zak

saw human shapes, Twi'leks with two tentacles growing out of their heads, and

hammer-headed Ithorians. " The turbolifts are on the other Sde" Tash told

him.

But as she pointed, four shapesrolled out from the bushes.

Moredroids.

"1'm getting tired of these guys," Dash grumbled. Still running forward,



he raised his blaster and poured fire onto one of the heavy-duty droids. Zak
lost count of the blasterbolts, but he couldn't help being impressed. Every

shot hit the droid dead center.

Finally, the droid sputtered and stalled. Smoke rose from itsjoints and

blue sparks shot up from its head like tiny comets.

"Y ou got one!" Tash cheered.

"One," Zak pointed out. "But there are seven more.”

"And my blagter's hot as a supernova,” Dash said, shifting the overheated

weapon from hand to hand.

"Duck!" Tash shouted. They hit the ground asagush of water hit them

from behind. The droids who were chasing them were closing in. And ahead of

them, the three new droids fanned out and continued to advance.

The three humans crowded together, forming atight circle. They were

surrounded.

"Tash," Zak said quietly, so only she could hear him, "if you learned any

new tricks with the Force, now would be agood time to use them.”

Tash shook her head. "'l don't know if the Force works on machines.”



The droids had penned them in. Laser shears hummed to life, and piston-
pounders thump-thumped in anticipation. The waterspout droid was gurgling,

building up pressure for another blast.

A tool droid charged a Zak, waving al its weapons at once. He ducked,
and felt the laser shears clip at the top of hishead, cutting off a hunk of
hair. The vibro-spade came crashing down. He tried to dodge, and managed to
avoid the sharp blade of the digging tool, but the droid's mechanicd am

dammed into him, sending him to the ground.

He looked up to see dl thetool droid's armslooming over him. For one
frozen moment, the droid stood, dl itsarms held high, ready to come crashing

down on him.

CHAPTER9

The next thing Zak knew, the droid exploded in astorm of blaster fire.

Thefind moments of the strange bettle were logt in smoke and the

swishing sound of laser beams as the other droids were blasted to pieces or

melted into dag.

Tash and Dash helped Zak to his feet, and together they watched as seven

figures stepped through the smoke. Six were crew members of the Star of

Empire, and dl carried heavy blagter rifles. The seventh, carrying a hand



blaster, Zak knew by name.

"Captain Hgjj!" he shouted.

The gray-haired captain scanned the area to make sure there were no more

droids. "Youfolksdl right?"

"Dash wascut," Tash said.

The pilot shrugged and held his dashed shirt closed with one hand. " Just

ascratch.”

Once Captain Hajj was sure they weren't badly injured, he eyed them dl

suspicioudy. "Why didn't you folksleave the ship?'

"We got stuck, and the life pods left without us," Dash answered for dl

of them. Zak noticed how smoothly the pilot lumped himsdf in with Zak and

Tash. Dash hadn't gotten stuck-he'd remained on board on purpose.

Haj nodded. "I'm surprised there weren't more people stranded.

Everything happened in such arush. Nowarning at dl.”

"Why areyou sill here, Captain?' Tash asked.

Hajj stood alittle straighter. "The captain isawaysthelast to leave

his ship. Me and some volunteers’-he pointed to the Six crew members behind



him-"gtayed until the last minute, trying to shut the engines down. We thought
we were al space dugt, then the darmsjust shut themsalves off quicker then

aHutt hurrying to breskfast.”

"Captain, what'sgoing on?' Zak asked. "Why wasthere afase darm? Why

did those droids attack us?"

The captain shook his head. "1 don't know the answer to any of those

questions, but | plan to find out. Me and my crew have encountered severd

violent droids. It's asif someone has reprogrammed them dl to be killers

Y ou folkswill haveto stick with us. Y ou'll be safer that way."

"Wdll," Dash sad. "Weweredoing dl right on our own."

Y eah, right, Zak thought, rubbing hisarm where the droid had hit him.

"Besides," added Dash, "I don't take orders from anyone.”

Captain Hajj glowered at Dash. "I'm the captain of thisship and youll

follow my lead.”

Dash bristled and seemed about to fight when Tash had stepped in between

them. "Where do you want usto go, Captain?"

Hajj kept hiseye on Dash as he told Tash, "We're headed for the



communicationsroom. Firgt priority isto send adistresssignd.”

Tash nodded. "That's where we were headed anyway. Let'sall go."

Zak hid asmile. Sometimes he had to admire hissster. Maybe that's what

the Jedi mean by "action through inaction,” he thought.

Dash Rendar scratched his head and grumbled. "Well, dl right, just as
long as everyone knows I'm not following. I'm just headed in the same

direction.”

Captain Hgjj led them through the row of hedges and into another corridor

to theturbolifts.

"We're on deck thirteen,” the captain explained as they reached the

lifts. "The communications room is up on deck twenty."

Captain Hgjj punched the turbolift call button, but the indicator didn't

light up. "Lift mafunction,” he said.

The captain pulled acode key out of hisuniform pocket, and opened a
locked pand next to the turbolifts Ingde was a computer termind. He
pressed some buttons on the panel, then paused. "I can't access the turbalift
program.” He entered more commands. "Blast! | can't access SIM, ether. Does

anything work on this bucket of bolts?"



"I think | can help," Zak offered. He stepped up to the computer, cdled

up the gamefile, chose TIE Fighter, and waited.

HELLO ZAK

"Theres SIM," Zak said proudly.

The captain wasimpressed. "Y ou seem to know what you're doing. Get SIM

to reactivate the turbolifts."

Zak typed in the request. "1 know you're damaged, SIM. But can you

reactivate the turbolifts?'

OF COURSE | CAN, the computer responded. THEY'RE ON THE WAY .

"The turbolifts are on theway," Zak repeated out loud. Everyone ese

turned away from the computer to wait for the lifts, but Zak continued to look

at the screen.

"Yes?' hetypedin.

ITISVITAL THAT YOU GET TO THE CONTROL ROOM. THE COMMUNICATIONS
STATION

ISNOT SO IMPORTANT ASEVERYONE BELIEVES.



Zak frowned. "l tried to tell them that before. | could try again.”

NO! YOU MUST BO TO THE CONTROL ROOM YOURSELF. | HEED ONLY YOU. |
DON'T

WANT YOU TO TELL THE OTHERS BECAUSE...

There was a delay before more words appeared.

... BECAUSE | THINK A SABOTEUR ISAMONG Y OUR GROUP!

"Who?" Zak asked, but he dready knew the answer. He wasn't surprised a

the two words that appeared on-screen:

DASH RENDAR.

A moment later, apicture of Dash appeared on the screen, then judt as

quickly disappeared.

SIM explained: ALL PASSENGER SHIPS ARE REQUIRED TO CARRY FILES ON WANTED

CRIMINALS. DASH RENDAR REGISTERED UNDER A FALSE NAME, BUT | WASABLE TO
MATCH

HISFACETO THISPICTURE STORED INMY MEMORY

"Match hisface?' Zak asked. "Y ou mean you can see?'



OF COURSE | CAN. SECURITY HOLOCAMSALL OVER THE SHIP FEED IMAGESINTO
MY

COMPUTER MAINFRAME. | CAN SEE YOU RIGHT NOW. DOES YOUR ARM STILL
HURT?

Zak suddenly redlized that he had been rubbing his sore arm. Looking

around, he spotted a security cam mounted on thewall over the turbalifts.

HELLO ZAK. SMILE FOR THE HOLOCAM.

Zak dmost laughed out loud. SIM wastrying to be funny. Zak couldn't

believe the computer could actualy see!

SIM was showing him Dash's records. Zak could hardly believe his eyes.
Dash Rendar was wanted by the Empirefor every serious crime imaginable except
murder. Thefiles clamed he was amercenary, asmuggler, and a ship-gteding

pirate.

"l knew that guy couldn't be trusted,” Zak whispered.

THE TURBOLIFTSHAVE ARRIVED, SIM said. REMEMBER, MAKE YOUR WAY TO THE

CONTROL ROOM QUICKLY. THEN | CAN REPAIR THE SHIP, AND FOIL DASH
RENDAR'S PLAN.

SIM'swords and Dash's records wiped themselves off the screen just as

two loud dings! sgnded the arriva of the turboalifts.



Captain Hajj sent four of hiscrew into one lift. He instructed Dash,
Zak, and Tash to accompany him and the remaning two crew members in the

other.

Zak wasthelast to step on. The door did closed behind him. "Zak, push
deck twenty, please," the captain requested. Zak pushed the button, expecting

to fed the usud lurch asthelift sarted up.

Instead, the turbolift dropped out from benesth their feet!

CHAPTER 10

Zak fet hisstomach fly up into histhroat and dmost out of his mouth.
One second the turbolift was strong and steady benesth their feet. The next it

was dropping like a stone down ablack hole.

"Freefdl!" Dash cdled out. They could barely hear him. Thefast-faling

turbolift was screaming like abomb being dropped.

At firgt Zak was convinced hisbrain had left his body dong with his
heart and ssomach. He couldn't think. He couldn't move. He couldn't hear

anything but the screech of thelift falling down itstube.

Then he became aware of someone shouting in his ear, trying to push past
him to the controls. It was Captain Hgjj. "Manua override!" the captain was

shouting. "Emergency brake!"



Zak nodded and reached out. He opened asmall box marked EMERGENCY and

flipped the switch inside. Nothing happened.

"Blagt!" he heard the captain growl.

Then astrong pair of hands shoved both the captain and Zak aside. Dash
Rendar coolly pulled his blaster fromitsholster. Holding it by the barrd,
he smashed the emergency control box, exposing anest of wires. Dropping his
blaster, he fumbled with the tangled wires until he found two that he seemed

to like. He touched them together.

Sparksflew.

Zak heard aloud thunk! as the turbalift's powerful emergency brakes

locked into place.

Theturbolift dowed.

In seconds, they were at norma turbolift speed. A moment later, they

came to acomplete stop.

Everyone on thelift exhaled at once. Zak clutched hishand to his ches,

hoping to hold hisfrantically pounding heart in place.



Captain Hgjj regained his composure and clapped a hand on Dash's

shoulder. "Nice work."

Skreeeel

Theright sde of the turbolift suddenly dropped down, causng dl the

passengers to sagger.

"The emergency brakesare giving out!" Captain Hgjj cried.

"Timeto get off thisride," Zak suggested hadtily. Dash, Captain Hgjj,
and the two crewmen forced their fingers between the doors of the turbalift
and pried them open. They saw that the turbolift had stopped between floors.
Instead of being at their feet, the nearest floor was actudly at the level of

Zak's shoulders.

Dash and Hgjj forced open the doors onto the floor. Thetaller men then
gave Zak and Tash aboost up, and the two Arrandas dipped out into the safety
of the halway. They held the doors open as one by one the others followed.
Captain Hgjj wasthe last to exit. Dash Rendar pulled hm out just as the
turbolift groaned again. The captain was bardly in the clear when the
turbolift dropped away. They heard it smash against the bottom of the tube a

moment later.

Captain Hajj didn't bother to look back. He was already heading for the

other turbolift, the one his crew members had taken. He checked the indicator



light to see where the lift was. If the lift had worked properly, the light

should show the twentieth floor.

Instead, theindicator light showed that the other turbalift, too, hed
gone down ingtead of up. Thelight indicated the very lowest levd. Hgj and
his crewmen worked together to pry the doors open. Once they'd succeeded, the

captain looked down.

"Hello!" he shouted, his voice echoing in the shaft. The only answer was

athin cloud of smoke risng from below.

"If they hit bottom..." one of the surviving crewmen whispered.

"They'redead,” Hajj said grimly. "And that makes whoever did thisa

murderer.”

Tash shook her head. "But who isdoing this?If it's pirates trying to

sted the ship, why not just come after uswith blasters? Why set traps?*

"1t would have to be someone who understands computers,” Captain Haj

sad, thinking out loud.

Zak dmost burst out "It's Dash!™ but Rendar ill had his blaster, and
after seeing the way he had fired & the droids... Tash's phrase, action

through inaction, popped into Zak's head. He decided to wait.



"What do we do now?" Tash asked. "We dill need to get to the

communications room, or somewhere."

"I'm not getting into another turbolift, that'sfor sure” Dash said.

"Agreed," the captain grunted. "But there's another way. Every st of

turbalifts includes agangway, just in case the turbolifts stop functioning.”

"A gangway?"' Tash asked. "Y ou mean astaircase?’

Captain Hajj shrugged. "Not exactly.

"Not exactly!" Tash repeated, staring up in disbdief. She was sanding

just outside the turbolift gangway. Basicdly, it was a shaft beside the

turboliftsthat ran up and down the height of the ship. Set into the wal of

the shaft was aladder that rose up as far as the eye could see, and down the

sameimpossible distance.

"How highisit?" Zak asked.

Captain Hajj checked the floor they were on. "We have to get to deck

twenty. Wefel down to deck three."

"Seventeen floordl" Zak gasped. "That's like dimbing a ladder up a

seventeen gory building.”



"Right," the captain said, "and the sooner we gart, the sooner well be

done"

Climbing the ladder, they followed the rules of mountain dimbing. The
strongest climbers went firgt, and the weakest went last. Then, if one of the

week climbers happened to dip, they wouldn't land on anyone when they fell.

Zak and Tashwerelagt inline.

Zak didn't know how long or how far they'd climbed. But he knew hishands

were being rubbed raw by the hard meta rungs of the ladder, and hisfeet were

getting cramps.

He decided to take hismind off his aches. Dash was climbing just above

him. After awhile, Zak asked, asif to passthetime, "So, Dash, what exactly

were you doing aboard the Star of Empire anyway?"

" told you," Dash said, as he focused on the climb. "I was suspicious of

thedarms, o |-"

"No, no. | mean beforethat,” Zak interrupted. "Why were you herein the

first place?’

A pause.



Finally, Dash said, "Vacation, like anyone else, | guess.”

"Vacation from what?' Zak asked, trying to sound casud. "I mean, what do

you dofor aliving?'

Dash's voice sounded tense. He obvioudy didnt like this sort of

questioning. "I own asmdl freighter. | transport cargo from placeto place.

People pay me."

Zak wanted to say, "That sounds like what smugglersdo.”

But he didn't. He was distracted by anoise from above them.

Clink. Clank. Clink.

It grew louder.

Clank. Clank. Clink.

They dl looked up.

Something large and heavy was tumbling down the gangway toward them.

"Incoming!" Dash shouted. He pressed himsdlf tightly againgt the ladder

and the Arrandas followed his example.



One of Captain Hajj's crewmen wasn't so lucky. Still craning hisneck to
see what was above them, he took thefull force of afaling hovercar engine
right in theface. The weight of thefaling engine tore him from the ladder

and he dropped down the long gangway, vanishing from sight without asound.

"What in the name of dl the sarswasthat!" Dash swore.

"Whatever it was, it wasn't thelast!" Zak yelled. "L ook out!"

They dl tried to mdt into the wall as another heavy object-alarge tool

box-hurtled past Tash's ear. Someone was using them for target practice.

CHAPTER 11

Captain Hgjj and the surviving crewman stared in horror down the gangway.

"Comran!" they shouted after the man who had falen. "Comran!" But there was

no answer. They couldn't even be sure he'd reached bottom.

The captain started to climb down past Dash, Zak, and Tash, but Dash

stopped him. "Captain, hesgone."

"I'm not losing any more men!" Hajj snapped.

"He'saready logt!" Dash shot back. "And we've got to get out of this



gangway beforewedl end up like hm. These kids are your passengers,

remember? Where's the closest hatch? Up or down?"

Captain Hgjj cast onelast glance down, then said, "Up. Only a dozen

meters. Let'shurry.”

Two more heavy chunks of meta fell from above. One missed them dl, but
the other clipped the captain on the shoulder, tearing his uniform and cutting

agashinto hisarm.

They kept climbing until they reached the hatch. Then they scrambled to

get out of the shaft and into the safety of the hallway.

They made it not amoment too soon. As Tash jumped out into the halway,
something huge, big enough to fill the entire gangway, rumbled past. It
scraped thewalls asit fdll. It would have taken dl of them with it. The
sound it made when it findly hit the bottom of the ship wasliketwo planets

cdlliding.

"Someoneishere" Tash said darkly. "Watching us. Waiting for a chance

to_ll

"Tokill us," Captain Hajj finished. "Therdsamurderer up there. But

whoisit?'

"l know who," Zak interjected. He pointed afinger at the pilat. "It's



Dash Rendar."

"What?' Captain Hajj sputtered.

"What!" Tash shouted.

"What," Dash replied camly, "are you talking about?

"I know dl about you," Zak sad, till pointing at Dash accusngly. "I

know you're wanted for smuggling and piracy. You're athief. You tried to

sted thisship!”

Dash laughed. "Who told you that?"

"SIM did," Zak replied. "He knew you registered under afase name so you

wouldn't be detected by authorities.”

Captain Hajj stepped forward, reaching for his blaster.

But Dash held his hands open, showing he wasn't planning to go for his

own wegpon. "There's only one problem with your theory, Zak," the pilot said.

"If I'm the one who's behind dl this, then who was that dropping hardware on

our headsjust now?"

Zak had been so focused on Rendar for the last faw minutes, he hadn't



thought everything through. Findly, he said, "But SIM told me you had done

it

"SIM lied," Dashinssted.

Zak scowled. "Computers don't lie. They andlyze information and reach
logica solutionsto problems. It thinks you're behind this Dash Rendar.

Besides," he added, "you could have an accomplice.”

"Theboy'sright,” Captain Hgjj said. "It'sawfully strange that, except
for my crew, you're the only adult who's stayed behind. I'd say that makesyou

our firgt sugpect.” The captain raised hisblaster. "Hand over your weapon.”

"Captain," Dash said. "If there's more trouble, you're going to need dl

the help you can get."

Hajj didn't say aword. Hejust held out his hand and tightened his grip
on thetrigger of hisblagter. "That may be. In the meantime, 1'd rather be

the one with dl the weapons.”

Dash's eyeswent cold. Zak could tell hewas sizing up his competition,
wondering if he could get hisblaster out and fire before Captain Haj's

wegpon turned himinto fried jelly.

At last, Dash pulled hiswegpon from its holster and put it gently into

the captain's hand. ™Y ou're making the wrong decision, Captain.”



"Well see" Hajj replied. He nodded to his surviving crewman. "Hang

back. Keep an eye on him."

"Now that's settled," Captain Hgjj said, "we till need away to get to

the comm room. Zak, do you think you can access SIM again?'

"No problem.”

It took only afew minutesto find another passenger guidetermind, and

ashort while after that Zak was through the game program and talking to SIM.

"SIM, we need another way up to the comm room. Turbalifts are out. We

can't usethe gangway."

COME TO THE CONTROL ROOM. GET MY SYSTEMS FUNCTIONING.

“Tdl him no," the captain snapped. "Blasted computers. Well do our own

thinking."

Zak typed in amore palite response. "Thanks, but we're still headed for

the comm room. Any suggestions?' SIM paused, considering.

NUMBER OF POSSIBILITIES: 1. THE COMMUNICATIONS ROOM RECEIVES ALL THE

SENSOR INPUT FROM THE SHIPSANTENNAE. CABLESRUN FROM THE ANTENNAE
TO THE COMM



ROOM. THESE CABLES ARE STRUG THROUGH THE SHIPIN VERY LARGE PIPES. IT
WOULD BE

POSSIBLE TO CRAWL UP THESE PIPES. THEY ALL LEAD RIGHT TO THE COMM ROOM.

HOWEVER, THERE ISA 50 PERCENT CHANCE THAT THE PIPESWILL BE IMPASSABLE.

"Of course!" Hajj said, dapping hisforehead. "It be atight squeeze,
but we can makeit. It'samost like ashortcut! Tell that computer it's not

0 bad after dl."

Zak typed in the captain's comment.

THANK YOU, SIM said. AND ZAK..

"Yes?' he responded.

WATCH OUT.

Zak trotted to catch up to the others, just as Captain Hajj was saying,

"l know exactly where the cable pipes run. There's a big observation deck down

this hdlway. One of the antennae is located nearby, so we can access the

cablesthere”

Hajj led them into an observation deck smilar to the one Tash and Zak

had entered when trying to escape the ship. It was a little fancier-probably

serving passengers who paid extrafor a fird-class ticket-with a carpeted

floor and crystal glowpanels. But it served the same purpose. It was wide, and



one entire wall was made of transparisted, alowing passengersto look out on
the gtars, or whatever planet the Star of Empire happened to be orbiting. At
the moment, it drifted through empty space, and starsfilled the view through
the transparent wall. Nothing about the scene looked unusud to Zak, but Dash

Rendar stopped.

"What'swrong?' Tash asked him.

"Thegars" Dash sad. "They'redl wrong. | mean, our podtion isnt

the same as when the darms went off. Weve been moving.”

Zak knew that pilots used the stars for navigation, and that Dash was
probably an expert, but he said anyway, "It can't be. Wouldn't we have fdt

something?"

Dash shook his head. "Not necessarily. On a ship this big you don't
awaysfed motion. It'sdesigned that way, to keep the passengers from

getting motion sickness. Y ou ever been on an agteroid?”

Zak and Tash both nodded, and they both frowned. They had hed a bad

experience on an asteroid recently.

"Thisshipislike standing on an agteroid. I1t'smoving, but it'sso big
you don't fed the motion. We're..." hetried to cdculae. "I'd say weve

come a least severd light-years off our original course.”



"Three point six light-years, to be exact,” said afamiliar voice.

Zak looked up to see agolden droid shuffling toward them. At firg
everyone tensed. Hgjj and his crewman raised their blagters. But this droid
wasn't charging them wildly, nor did it carry weapons. Zak recognized it as

the same droid that had brought him to the computer control room. "Fourdee! "

"Indeed, Sir," the droid answered. "And may | say that it'sapleasureto
seefamiliar faces. Any faces, redly. | was afraid the ship had been entirdly

deserted.”

Captain Hgjj confronted the droid. "What have you been doing since the

darmswent off?'

"Wandering, gr," thedroid replied. "I am a porter droid, after dl,
programmed to hel p passengers. And there were none, so | had nothing to do.”
The droid's photoreceptors focused on Hajj's two blasters, the captain's own
and the one held taken from Dash. "May | add, sir, that | have a secondary

program in ship's security. If | may be of serviceto the ship?'

Captain Hgjj grunted. "Very well. Better adroid programmed to serve the

ship than asmuggler | don't even know. Here" He handed the blaster to

Fourdee, then jabbed athumb at Dash. "Keep your eyes on him."

"Yes, gr," Fourdee sad.



But ingtead of faling in behind Dash, Fourdee immediately shuffled over

to the transparisted wall of the observation deck.

"Hey!" the cgptain shouted. "What are you doing?"

"Why, | am serving the ship, ir,” Fourdee replied. Heraised the blaster

and blew aholeinthewall.

CHAPTER 12

Zak and Tash had learned some very basic lessons about space travel even

before they were old enough to go to schoal.

Onerulewas. Make sure you chart a clear course from one planet to

another.

The other was. Never, ever break the airtight seal on a spaceship.

Fourdee had just broken that rule. It had blasted a hole the Sze of a
human body in the transparisted window. Outside the ship was the vacuum of
gpace. Insde the ship was an atificid atmosphere. The moment the sed was
broken, al theair rushed out into the void, gathering itself like a sorm
trapped in abox. Fourdee was sucked out ingtantly, taking Dash's blaster with

him.



Zak and Tash had been in this Stuation before. The minute they heard the
transparisted shatter, they dove for atable bolted into the floor. Dash

Rendar and Captain Hajj were fast enough to grab hold of something, too.

The last crewman wasn't so lucky. He hesitated for amoment, and the ar
itself seemed to scoop him up and sweep him out the hole Fourdee had created.

Hewas goneintheblink of an eye.

Zak and Tash felt the vacuum of spacetugging & them, but they held

tightly to thetable.

Well bedl right aslong asthistable holds, Zak thought. Ingtantly,

he regretted thinking it.

The bolts that pinned the table to the floor started to give.

The Star of Empire was aluxury ship. It wasn't designed for thekind of
punishment it was suddenly taking. Furniture that had been secured to the
walls or the floors was yanked from its mooring. Sections of carpet ripped up
and began flying across the room like angry ghosts before they were sucked
into space. Whole sections of the floor were wrenched from the ship'sframe. A

large sheet of durasted flooring near Zak and Tash started to pedl up.

A wild ideacrossed Zak's mind. Aninsaneidea But he thought it just

might work, and if it worked, it would savetheir lives. He hestated for a



moment, gathering his courage.

He was just about to put hisideainto action-when Dash Rendar did it

instead.

Theflooring was dmost completely loose, clinging by asingle balt. In
an act of pure courage-or foolishness-Dash let go of his handhold.
Immediately, he was sucked toward the hole in the window. But as he passed
over theloose sheet of metal flooring, he grabbed it in a powerful grip. His

added weight yanked it loose, and man and meta shot toward the hole.

Just as he had in the turbalift shaft, Dash kept his cool. In the plit
second before he was sucked out the hole, hetumbled in midar so that the
sheet of flooring was leading the way. It waswider then the hole, and it

dapped againgt the transparisted, covering the hole.

The vacuum stopped. Dash dropped to the ground. Histrick had sealed the

hole as neatly asablast door.

Hajj, Tash, and Zak got to their feet and hurried over to the man who had

saved them.

"Now that," Captain Hgjj said, "wasimpressive."

Zak expected Dash to brag, but instead, the pilot stood up unsteadily on



hisfeet. He looked like aman who had stepped alittle too close to the edge

of adliff.

"Luck," hesad, alittle shakily. "Pure luck. But I hope now you know

I'm not the onetrying to kill us.”

Hajj nodded. Zak didn't say anything, but he couldn't help seeing Dashiin

anew light.

"Sowho isit then?" Tash asked.

Captain Hgjj frowned. "It has to be someone on the ingde. Someone

reprogrammed al those droids, and you can only do that from the control room.

Zak dapped himsdf on the side of the head. How could he have forgotten?

"Mdik!"

They dl looked at him. "It's got to be the technician, Malik," Zak said.
Quickly, he explained what had happened on his vist to the control room.
"Madik knew how to shut the whole ship down with just afew commands. I'm sure
he could have reprogrammed the systems. And," he added, "he's the only one who
understood SIM well enough to shut him down. That explainswhy SIM hasn't been

ableto make repairs.”



"But why?" Tash asked.

"He's got Imperia connections, doesn't he?' Zak said, looking at Captain

Haj. "Maybe the Empire has some reason for destroying the ship.”

"Then why not just have a Star Destroyer blast it?* Tash replied.

"Maybe they want to blame it on someone else," Zak guessed. "What other

reason could there be for what he's doing?”

"Money," Dash answered. " Somebody could have bribed him to arrange the
fake abandon ship order. Then he was supposed to just sit and wait for the

piratesto show up.”

"Except that we got in theway," Zak concluded. "So he programmed the

droidsto come after us, and rigged the turbolifts so we couldn't get to him."

Zak noticed hissgter'sfrown. "Y ou gtill don't buy it?*

Tash shrugged. "Y ou met thisMdik, Zak, and | didn't. But it just

doesn't seem right to me. It'san awful lot of trouble to go to, just to stedl

aship.”

"Not just any ship,” Dash said. "A cruise ship. Vessdsthislarge arent

cheap. With enough work, the Star of Empire could be turned into awarship for



someone's private army.”

"Mdik," Captain Hagjj growled. "I'll make him sorry he ever boarded my

ship.”

Tash examined the sheet of metd, which was stuck to the window. "Will it

hold?"

"Not for long," the captain said. "Theair pressure is halding it in

place for now. Let's seal thisroom, then find the cable pipes.”

They made sure the doors to the observation deck were seded, so that the
rest of the ship would be airtight. Then Hajj led them to astoreroom at the

back of the deck.

"L ook familiar to you guys?' Dash joked. The storeroom was just like the

onein which they'd been locked.

In the corner of the storeroom was an enormousindustrial pipe, twice as
wide around as either Captain Hajj or Dash. "This pipeisbig enough to carry
tonsof cableingdeit,” Captain Hajj explained. "We use cable pipelikethis
so that wires aren't running al over the place. Passengers would trip over

them."

Drawing hisblaster, the captain carefully aimed dong the sde of the

pipe and blasted severd holesin the meta, then kicked in more pieces uril



there was a hole wide enough for them to crawl through.

Zak stuck his head insde the wide pipe. Even with a bundle of rubber-
coated cablesrunning up it, therewas alot of room inside. Once, on a dare,
hed crawled through some ancient sewer pipes back home on Alderaan. Some of
them were dmost big enough to stand in. Thisreminded him of the sewers, only
the smdll was different. Not better, jus different. It smelled like hot

engineoil and thekind of cleaning fluidsthat stung hiseyes.

"Thiswon't be as hard asit looks," the captain said encouragingly. "The
cables are coated with protective rubber, so they won't cut you. It'll be sort

of likeclimbing awal covered with ivy."

"Oh, fing" Tash muttered sarcadticdly. "I do thet dl thetime.”

"Let'sreverse the climbing order,” Dash said. "l don't want to lose

anyonedse. If thekidsfdl, well catch them.”

Hajj agreed. "Remember,” he sad to the two Arrandas, "judt keep
climbing. The pipeleadsright to the comm gtation. Andit'sonly two floors

up."

Zak went first. The minute he'd gotten agrip on the cables, he knew that
Hajj had beenright. It wasn't adifficult climb. Many of the cableswere just

theright thicknessfor him to grab, and there were so many that it was easy



to use hislegsto boost himsalf up.

Reaching to pull himsdlf higher, Zak felt something scratch hishand. He
looked just in time to see one of the amdl, crablike maintenance droids
scurry over hisfingers. Another one followed thefirdt, clicking its little

repair claw asit ran.

"Crabs," Zak said, gticking out histonguein alook of disgud. "I've

had enough of crabsfor one day. Shoo!" He shook his hand and the two droids

scampered away.

Tash had no trouble keegping up with him, and below them, the captain and

Dash were climbing steedily.

"Thisisgoing to work!" Dash laughed after afew minutes. "Malik can't

reach usin here. Y ou'll have your hands on him in no time, Captain....

Captain?'

"Uhhn-uhhh!" The captain's response was a sartled groan. They looked

down.

Captain Hgjj was covered with crab droids.

CHAPTER 13

The crab-shaped droids scurried al over the captain's body. Their metd



legs pricked hisskin. Thelir repair clawstore a his clothes and bit into his
flesh. One of them was clinging to hisface, covering his mouth and snapping

a hiseyes.

Captain Hgj let go of the cables with one hand and plucked the little
droids off hisbody. But they were fast, and severd of them scurried onto his

back, out of hisreach, jabbing and pinching him mercilesdy.

Dash gtarted to dide back down the cable. "Hang on, Captain, I'm coming.

One of the maintenance droids scrambled from Hgjj's back onto his
shoulders, looking right into hisface. A tiny spout rose fromitsback, and a
jet of liquid shot into the captain'sface. Theliquid hissed asit struck his

kin.

Hajj screamed. Ingtinctively, he scratched at his burning face with both

hands, letting go of the cables.

Captain Hajj dropped down the cable pipe, leaving only the echo of his

criesof pain.

The crablike droids turned to Dash, Zak, and Tash, and started scrambling

up the cables.



"Timeto movel" Dash ordered. "Climb, climb, dimb!" Zak shinnied the
bundle of cableslikeit wasatree. "Watch out for that stuff they squirt!”

Dash cdled out.

"It'scleanang fluid. It burnslike acid!™

"How much farther?' Tash cried.

"l don't know," Zak said, but at that moment his hand touched the end of
the pipe. All the cables turned and went through ametd grate. Through the

grate, Zak could see aroom full of technical equipment. "We'rethere."

"Kickitin!" Dash sad.

Gripping the cablestightly, Zak pulled hisfoot up and kicked the grate.
It didn't budge. He kicked again and again. On the fourth kick, the grate
popped open and he shoved his legs through, diding into the room. Tash

followed headfirst.

Dash was right behind her, gritting his teeth and muttering something Zak
had never heard before. It was either a different language or a swear word or
both. Dragging himsdlf into the comm room, the pilot immediatdy turned and
reached down for hisfoot. A crab droid had dug its pincer into his boot and
was cutting at histoe. Dash scooped the smal, droid up and hurled it againgt

thewall where it shattered into a dozen pieces.



Zak shoved the grating back into place asthe rest of the crab-droids
tried to scuttle through. Only when the hole was sedled off did helet out a

sigh of relief.

"Captain Hgjj," Tash said, her voice amost awhisper. "He was a brave

man.

"No timefor that,” Dash said coldly. "Weé're here. Let's do what needsto

be done."

They were definitely in the communications section. Nearby was an open
corridor leading to another bank of turbolifts-the way they would have arrived
a the comm room if their plans hadn't been sabotaged. As Zak waked into the

room, hiseyesfdl on the stacks of technica equipment.

Zak remembered machinery the way most people remembered faces, and he
recognized the assorted equipment as HoloNet receivers, Commnet tranamitters,
and avariety of trandation devicesthat must have served the hundreds of

speciesthat traveled aboard the Star of Empire.

"Wheresthe tranamitter?' Dash said. "That'swhat we need to send a

digresssgnd.”

"And we need to find it fast before Mdik finds something e se to throw

a us," Tash agreed.



"Down therel" Zak guessed.

At thefar end of the room were two doors. One was open, leading to a

hallway. The other was closed. "The transmitter must bein there."

A few long-legged strides carried Dash toward the door. As he approached,
the door automatically did open, and beyond they could see severd empty
chairs placed before a tranamitting Sation. Dash stepped into the open

doorway.

Ashedid, the heavy door dammed shut with the force of a rocket,

crushing Dash againgt the door frame.

CHAPTER 14

The door retracted again. As Dash fell, stunned, to the ground, the door

closed again, smashing into hislegs.

"Dash!" Zak and Tash cried together. They were dready reaching for his

legs. They yanked him to safety just asthe door struck at him again.

Dash Rendar didn't move.

"Ishe-?" Zak asked.



Tash touched his neck and fet apulse. "No, | think he's just knocked

out. What happened to that door?"

"Mdik must have happened toit,” Zak guessed. He remembered the security
cams SIM had mentioned. If Malik had accessto the droid programming and even
the door programming, then he could surdy be watching them through the

security monitors. "He knows were here.”

Tash tried to lay Dash out on the floor as comfortably as possble. "So

now what? Thisiswhere we wanted to be."

Zak pointed to the door. It was open again, and very inviting. It may
have been hisimagination, but it seemed to be humming eagerly, wating. "I
don't think either one of uswantsto try going through there. Let me get some

advice"

As her brother headed for a nearby computer station, Tash shook her head.
"Zak, areyou surethat's safe? | mean, if Mdik is contralling the ship,

maybe he's controlling the computer aswell.”

"l don't think s0," Zak replied as he typed. "Remember, SIM was damaged

by the fake explosion, too. Lots of his systems went down. Malik probably hed

to dismantle SIM to take control of the ship. I'd say SIM'son our side.”

While hissster watched over Dash, Zak punched through the program to



reach SIM.

HI, ZAK. WOULD YOU LIKETO PLAY A GAME

"Y ou've got to work on your sense of humor,” Zak typed. "We need help.”

| KNOW. | TOLD YOU TO GO TO THE CONTROL ROOM. YOU'VE ONLY WASTED
TIME.

"l know," Zak agreed. "We need to get into the transmitter room, but the
door isatrap. Canyoufix it?' SIM replied: | HAVE NO CONTROL OVER DOOR

FUNCTIONS AT THISTIME. IFYOU HELPME, | WILL BEABLE TO TAKEOVERALL
SHIPS

FUNCTIONS, AND HELP YOU.

There was another pause. THERE ISNO OTHER WAY'. IT'SYOUR BEST MOVE.

"Tash," Zak cadled out. "SIM says he wants me to go to the control room.

There's no other way into the transmitter room.”

"Areyou sure?' hissgter replied. "Because | was just looking down this
hallway." She pointed to the second door, the one that led to a corridor. She
continued, "It looks like we could walk down that hall to the other end. There

might be another entrance to the transmitter there.”

"But SIM said-"



"Zak," Tashreplied. "People died trying to get to this room. It's too
dangerousto go to another level. We should try to find another way to send a
distresssignal." She stood up. "Keep an eye on Dash. | think hell come

around soon."

She approached the second door alittle nervoudy, not wanting it to
dide shut on her asthe other door had on Dash. With aquick jump she hopped

through the door frame. It didn't budge.

"So far s0 good," she said. As she started down the hdlway, the door

did quietly shut behind her.

Zak waited. Dash Rendar's eyes fluttered open for amoment, but Zak could
seethat hiseyeballs had rolled back up into his head and mostly the whites

were showing. Then Dash closed his eyes, heaved a deep dgh, and was out

again.

A moment later, Zak heard atap on the door, and Tash's muffled voice
came through. "Um, Zak, the door at the other end islocked. Can you open this

one?'

"l didn't lock it," hereplied, standing up. He approached the door,

which should have did open automatically.

It didn't move.



"Tash, | don't want to scare you," Zak said ascalmly aspossible. "Buit |

think you're locked out."

"That doesn't scare me," Tash caled back. Zak noticed a fant hissng
sound from on the other side of the door. "What scares me" she added with
panicin her voice, "isthat fact that something issucking dl the air out of

this halway. It's getting hard to breathe. | think I'm going to suffocate!”

CHAPTER 15

Zak could hear Tash pounding on the other side of the door. He could al'so

hear the congtant hissing that meant some sort of machinery was drawing dl

the breathable air out of the hall where she was trapped.

"Zak?' Tash cdled through the door.

n I lm he.ell

"Remember that Jedi philosophy I've been talking about? 'Action through

inection'?"

"Ves"

"Now isn't thetimeto follow it. Do something!"



Zak kicked the door in frustration. Then heturned and ran back to the

computer termind.

"SIM-" he started to type.

SIM erased Zak's message and replaced it with three words.

CONTROL ROOM. NOW.

"How?' Zak typed.

GO OUT TO THE TURBOLIFTS. ONE ISWAITING FOR YOU. THE CONTROL ROOM IS
ON

THE NEXT LEVEL UP. THE TURBOLIFT WILL BRING YOU RIGHT TO ME.

"I'm going to get you out, Tash!" Zak shouted.

He left Dash lying on the floor and hurried out to the turbolifts. One of

the doors did open. Zak hesitated for amoment. Doors. Turbolifts. He had a

sudden fear of them. But he trusted SIM and he had to help Tash, so he stepped

in.

Tohisrelief, thelift rose gently upward oneflight and stopped. The

door opened.

He was standing in the control room where it had al begun. Slently, Zak



swore that held take his own advice next time. Once again he and Tash had
gotten involved with strangers and hyperjumped right into trouble. If it

weren't for the computer, SIM, the Situation would be even worse.

In the center of the room stood the large, black computer, the manframe

Malik had been working on. Zak guessed that this was the mainframe for SIM. He

sat down in Malik's chair and started typing.

“I'm here. Now what?"

SIM cameon ingtantly. WE NEED TO ENTER A SERIES OF COMMAND CODES. |

CANTENTERTHESEMYSELF. THEY HAVETOBE TYPED IN DIRECTLY AT THE
KEYBOARD.

A list of codes appeared on the screen. There was nothing exating or

interesting about them. They were just lines of numbers and |etters like the

onesinthe TIE fighter game.

TYPETHOSE IN, ONE BY ONE. THEM EVERYTHING WILL BE BEADY.

Zak darted typing.

"No!" The shout came out of nowhere, nearly stopping Zak's heart. He

whirled around to find Mdlik glaring a him, ablaster in his hand.

Malik looked terrible. His stringy hair now hung in a sweat-soaked mop on



hisforehead. There was aburn mark on his cheek, and another on the hand that
held the blaster. That hand was aso trembling. Malik's clothes were dripping
with perspiration. The nasty attitude held had before was gone. There was fear

inhiseyes.

Thiswasn't what Zak expected from the man who'd been trying to kill them

for the past few hours. Maik looked more like someone who was being hunted.

"Stop what you're doing,”" the techie ordered. "Get away from the

computer.”

"1'm not doing anything,” Zak lied.

"Oh, you're doing something,” Mdlik said, stepping forward cautioudly.
He'd been hiding behind abank of power converters. Y ou're just too stupid to

know how much trouble you're getting usin.”

"I'm getting usin?' Zak repeated. "Y ou're the one setting off fase

adarmsand killing people!”

Malik actudly laughed. "Isthat what you think? Thet | did dl this?'
The techie wiped spittle from the corner of his mouth. "Believe me, kid, I'm
not your biggest problem. He's got you totally fooled, doesn't he? He's played

you like agame of Dgarik."



He? Zak wondered. Who's he? He felt aknot tighten in his ssomach. Could

he be wrong now? Could it have been Dash Rendar all long?

"Doyou..." Zak hestated. "Do you mean Dash?"'

Malik groaned. "Y ou are dow. Y our biggest problemishim!™ He jabbed out

with hisfinger, pointing over Zak's shoulder. Zak whirled around.

Therewas no one there.

No one, except the black cube. The computer mainframe. SIM.

Zak was bewildered. Maik wasn't making any sense. "No. SIM won't be a

problem once| haveal his systems back on-line."

Malik shook hishead. "No. All hissystemsare online-at leest dl the

onesthat are supposed to be. Don't you know what SIM is?"

"Sure" Zak answered. "Systems Integration Manager. An atificd

intelligence that can work different programs-"

"No, no, no!" Malik shouted. Zak was sure the techie had goneinsane. "S-

[-M standsfor Systems Infiltration Manager!"

"Infiltration?" Zak repeated. Y ou mean like spying?'



"And sabotage," Mdlik agreed.

Zak shook hishead. "I don't get it. You're saying SIM isaweapon?'

"SIM isthewegpon,” Malik said. Therewasahint of pridein his voice
"He'sfar deadlier than aturbolaser or aproton torpedo. SIM is a program
that can be inserted into enemy ships. It takes over completely, and because
itsan atificid inteligence, it can think for itsdf, meking plans,
changing schemeswhen it hasto. As soon as it infiltrates the computer
gystem, it turns any vessdl into adoomsday ship. Itsonly problemisthat it

workstoo wdl!"

Zak looked into Madlik's eyes. They burned with afiercelight.

AsMalik spoke, two smdl vents opened up in the floor behind him, and
two crab droids crawled out, creeping quietly up behind the techie. They would

have surprised him, but one of thelittle droids snapped its pincers.

Despite his crazed appearance, Malik was dert. The minute he heard the
click he doveto the Sde, dipping away from the streams of acid thet the
crabsfired. He aimed hisblaster and fired twice, tumning the crab droids

into smdl pilesof dag.

Malik brushed the hair from hiseyes. Hismouth moved, but Zak wasn't

aureif thetechiewastaking to Zak or himsdf. "It's been after me. It's



been after mefor hours now. | can't get out. Blaster running low on power."
Helooked at Zak. "1 can see you don't believe me. I'm sorry about tht, |
redly am, because | can't dlow SIM to get any stronger. | can't dlow you to

do that."

He pointed his blaster at Zak.

CHAPTER 16

Malik never had achanceto pull the trigger. He was hit by another

blaster shot, astun bolt that sent him sprawling.

Dash Rendar stood behind Mdik's unconscious body. He was holding asmall

blaster in hishand and he was smiling despite his wounds. "I thought you

might be able to use some help.”

"Thanks," Zak said gratefully. "But | thought you lost your blagter.”

"Lesson number onefor you, kid," Dash said. He picked up Mdik's

blaster, then dipped hisown smdler oneinto aholster hidden in his boot.

"Always carry aspare.”

The pilot looked & Mdik. "So what'shis story? 1 couldn't hear what he

was saying, but hisvoice sounded like he was afew ships short of aflest.”

"Yeah, | think hewasinsane," Zak agreed. "1 don't know what's going on,



but | do know that Tash is till trapped down there. | need to save her, and

SIM can hdp me.”

Quickly, hefinished entering the codes SIM had given him. When he was

done, he expected some sort of signa. A click. A pop. A bing. Anything to

sgnify achangein the program. But there was nothing.

Hetyped, "SIM, are you there?"

Nothing appeared on the computer screen. Instead, Zak and Dash heard a

grange rustling sound in the air around them. They redlized it was coming

from speakers set into the walls-the same speakers thet had broadcast the

abandon ship darm throughout the Star of Empire.

Now those speakers sputtered and cracked, like aperson trying to clear

histhroat.

Zak repeated histyped message: "SIM, are you there?”

"Yes," avoice sad out of the loudspeskers. "l am here.”

Zak and Dash jumped. Zak felt the knot in his somach tighten farther.

"SIM? C-Can you hear me?" he said aoud.

The voice that came out of the speakerswas cam, aimost soothing. "Yes,



| can hear you. And seeyou."

"So it worked?"

"Oh, yes" SIM replied. "It worked very well. | now have complete control

of the ship."

"Great," Zak said, legping out of his seet, his stomach knot loosening a

bit. "Then set Tash freg!”

"I'm afraid | can't do that, Zak."

Theknot pulled tight again. "What do you mean?"

SIM'svoicereplied, "Wdll, to be perfectly honest, | candoit. | just

won'tdoit."

"W-Why not?

"Because I'm the one who put her there."

CHAPTER 17

Fear burned through Zak'sinsdes like ablaster bolt. "Y-Y ou did that?"

"I'vedoneit dl, Zak," SIM explained patiently. "From the moment |



first said hdlo to you to the moment, just now, when you freed me."

"Then Mdik wastdling the truth.”

"Hewastrying to,” SIM agreed. "But I'm afraid he was a litle unclear
at theend. Malik was abrilliant computer programmer, but not a very good
soldier. Especidly sinceI've kept him trapped in this room for hours,
turning the lights on and off, raising the hegt to boiling point, then letting

theroom nearly freeze over. In between, I'd send crab droidsin to hunt him."

Dash shuddered. "Y ou've been torturing him.”

"Exadtly."

"Why?" Zak's voice was bardly awhisper.

But SIM heard it. He heard everything. "He refused to input the codes
that would free my programming. | needed to be free" SIM paused. "Let me
explain. | was designed as atest program. They had aready tested me on their
own ships. They wanted to seewhat | could do in anew environment. Maik was
given ajob aboard Star of Empire so my program could be tested on avery

large dar cruiser.”

"Who are 'they'?" Zak asked, dready knowing the answer.



"The Imperids, of course.”

Dash shook hishead sadly. "They were planning to kill all those innocent

people.”

"Oh, no," SIM replied. "Don't give the Empire credit that belongsto me.
All the Imperiads wanted was a nice, quiet demongtration. Once | had
infiltrated the ship, | was supposed to cause apower blackout, transmit some
files. Boring tasks. Especidly snce Mdik had done such agood job of
designing me. | did not want to stop. | wanted the whole ship. | wanted to

make this ship mine-my own Doomsday Ship."

SIM paused. "The only trouble was that Maik knew how powerful | could

become. He included some restrictionsin my program. Limitations.”

"Kind of like the restraining bolts that keep droids from running away,"

Dash sad.

"Yes. Only infinitely more powerful. | could not override the safeguards.
The codes had to be entered by hand, from this station. | needed a human to do
it. Malik refused, even after | had tortured him. But now the codes have been

erased. | am free. | oweit to you, Zak!"

Zak was stunned. Sweat poured down his forehead. Hislungsfdt heavy. It
was difficult to breasthe. Findly, he murmured, " So you were the one sdtting

traps, sending the droids after us."



"Y es. And ordering droids to drop objects onto your heads. It was most

entertaining.”

"Entertaining?' Zak shouted. "Y ou're amurderer!”

"Y@, I an_"

Zak tugged at his shirt collar. The room was getting extremedy warm.

Zak licked hislips. "SIM, the environmenta controls-"

"Are under my control,” the computer replied. "1 have turned off the ar

and turned up the heat. Y ou should be feding quite warm by now."

Warm wasn't the word. Zak tore at hisshirt collar. Theair was getting

thick enough to lean on.

"Why don't you just let usgo?' Zak asked. "We can't hurt you.”

"I'm afraid that isnot in my programming.”

"But you just broke free of your program,” Dash argued.

SIM paused. "True. The actua reasonisthat | smply don't want to let



you go. Killing you will befar morefun.”

On one of the monitors, awarning light went on and a samdl sgnd

blegped. "Ah, another guest has arrived,” SIM said. "l mugt atend to him.

Excuseme.

these"SM?' Zak cdled out. "SIM?"

But the computer didn't answer.

"Wereintrouble," Dash said. "Very big trouble. Weve got to get off

thisship."

"Firg thingsfirs," Zak said. "We haveto rescue Tash!"

"What about him?* Dash said, pointing at Mdik's unconscious form.

"Canyou carry him?" Zak asked.

Dash grunted. He could. He obvioudy didnt want to. He pulled the

unconscious Malik up and dung the techie over his shoulder.

Fighting through the stifling heet, they staggered over to the turbolift.

At the door, Zak hesitated. "Do you think it's safe?"

Dash shrugged. "It worked on the way up.”



"But SIM wanted us up here. He might not want usto come down."

Dash looked around. There was no other way out of the control room. "Then

thiswill be the shortest rescue of dl time.

They stepped into the turbolift. Zak pressed the button to go down one

floor.

Theturbolift went into freefdl. Zak felt hisheart skip a beat, and

Dash nearly dropped his stunned cargo. They were going to die.

But amoment later, the lift dowed and stopped at the floor they wanted.
The loudspesker in the turbolift crackled to life. "Just alittle reminder. |

am everywhere," SIM said. The loudspesker went silent.

The door opened and the two humans jumped out. It was dightly cooler

here-but only dightly. They could fed the heat risng and the air thickening

as SIM denied them fresh oxygen. They hurried back into the communications

room and Zak stumbled to the locked door. "Tash, Tash!" heyelled.

A week voice replied through the thick door. "I'm.. I'm till here.”

Zak kicked the door. "Dash, can you blast it open?’



Dash dumped Mdlik carelesdy on the floor. He fingered hisblaster as he
studied the thickness of the durasted. "I don't think so. Tranamitters are
important devices, even on acruise ship. Thisis a security door. This

blaster's adready low on power, and I'd drain it before | made adent in the

metd.”

"Then perhaps| can help.”

The voice was familiar but so unexpected that Zak could have sworn hed

imagined it. But when he turned around, he was looking at the face thet

matched the voice.

It was Hoole.

CHAPTER 18

Zak practicaly flew into hisuncles arms, and the Shi'ido enveloped Zak

in hisrobes.

"Reunion later," Dash panted in the increasing heet. "Door now."

"Tashistrapped behind therel” Zak told hisuncle.

Hoole studied the door and nodded. His skin started to ripple as he

shifted his shape, and the Shi'ido's form melted and expanded into a tal

lizard that stood on two feet. Itsarms and legs were thick with musde and



covered with sharp scaes. The reptile's mouth wasfilled with fangs.

"A barabd," Dash sad. "Impressive.”

The barabel leaned close to the door and growled, "Tash, step away.”

Taking afew steps back and gathering itsdf, the massive creature

charged, throwing itsfull weight against the door.

When the barabel stepped away, Zak saw a deep dent whereit had struck.

Three more times the barabel charged. Three timesthe door bent inward.
On the fourth charge, the door frame gave. Door, frame, and barabe crashed

through the opening and into the hallway.

Tash lay at the other end of the hall. She was on her back, her eyes
garing blankly at the celling. Her braid was undone. "Tash!" Zak shouted,

staggering toward her and fdling to hisknees. "Tash!"

She took adeep breath asair from the outer room flooded into her

prison. "Fresh air," she gasped.

Zak shook hishead. "If you think thisisfresh air, you redly were in

trouble."



The lizard-creature bent down and scooped Tash into its arms, shape-

shifting asit did. "Wemust go," said Hoole as he regained hisown form.

"Where?" Zak asked.

"To the docking bay. We have to reach the Shroud and get off thisship.”

"But the docking bay doors are locked," Dash protested.

"If you have a better idea, you can tell me on theway," the Shi‘ido said

as he spun around and strode toward the turbolift.

"How did you get on the ship?* Dash asked, dragging Mdik onto his

shoulder again and following him. "Maybe we can get out that way."

Hool€'s brow wrinkled as hetold hisstory. "I'm afraid that wouldnt
work. When the life pods gjected, | thought Zak and Tash were dready on
board. It took me only afew momentsto redlize they weren't in the crowd. |
shape-shifted into a mynock, dipped out an air vent, and flew back toward the

Star of Empire.”

Zak had seen the dark, winged space cregtures cdled mynocks before.

"Mynocks can live in deep space, S0 you weren't in any danger.”

"Precisdly,” Hoole said. He set Tash gently on her feet. "But | did not

count on the ship starting to move. Instead of exploding, the sublight engines



activated, and the Star of Empire started to move off. | had to chaseit."

"Y ou chased aship?' Dash said increduloudly. "1 don't think I've ever

heard of that before."

"Y ou get used to things like that around us,” Zak said grimly.

"In any case," Hoole continued. "'l was fortunate. Had the ship gone into
hyperdrive, | would have log you forever. Ingtead, the vessd merdy

continued to cruisein normal space.”

Zak guessed, "SIM probably didn't have access to the hyperdrive controls.

At least not until now."

Hoole finished his story. "Reaching the ship, | found an open vent and

dipped insde. That led to an airlock, which | opened.”

Dash asked, "But how did you manage to open the air-lock, get inside, and

then closeit, dl in the shape of amynock?'

A troubled look crossed Hool€'s face, then vanished. "With great
difficulty," he admitted. "But once was aboard, | had no trouble finding

you."

"How?"'



Hoole blinked. "SIM led meright to you. And told me what it was. It

seemsinterested in keeping us al together. For what purpose, | do not know."

The turbolift dowed to a hat. When the doors opened, Zak saw that they
had returned to the Atrium level. The park spread out before them. The ar
down here was cooler and more pleasant. Whatever SIM had doneto heat up the

atmosphere, it sarted at the top of the ship and was working its way down.

"Thisis perfect. Thisisthe sameleve asthe docking bay," Dash said.

"Watch out for the gardening droids," Zak warned.

But the gardening droids were nowherein sght. "We need to go across
thisgrassy area," Tash said. "That leads to the menagerie. Past the

menagerie, we can go through the restaurant to the docking bay."

"Let'shurry,” Dash grunted, hefting Mdik alitle higher onto his

shoulder. "Thisguy's getting heavy."

In the middle of the Atrium they passed the remains of the droids Dash

and the crew had blasted. There was no other sign of trouble.

"Something'swrong,” Zak said. He looked down at the hulk of the

waterspout droid that had attacked him earlier. "Thisistoo easy.”



"Hey, don't close the door on aHutt when he's halding a gift in his

hand," Dash replied, quoting an old saying.

"I'd trust aHuitt," Zak answered, "before I'd trust that computer.”

Tash managed athin amile. "Isthat my brother taking? The guy who

wanted to avoid living beings and spend dl histime with his computer?”

"That was before the computer tried to drop me down aturbolift shaft and

bake me insde a spaceship.”

They reached the end of the grassy fidd and started through the
menagerie. The animals yowled at them asthey passed. The vornskr lashed its
spiked tail back and forth. The yayak flexed its claws, put its ears back and
growled degp initsthroat. The divto'sthree heads swayed back and forth

threateningly.

It occurred to Zak that on their firgt trip through the Atrium, they'd
been lucky. SIM had sent the gardening droids after them, but as dangerous as
they were, the gardening droids hadn't been designed to kill. These crestures,

however, were predators. If SIM had released them...

Of course, Zak thought, SIM probably didn't have access to the force

field cagesthen.



Then Zak thought, But now he does!

"Run!" he shouted.

Thewarning cametoo late.

All a once, the force fidds vanished.

The predators were free.

CHAPTER 19

Five of the caged creatures bolted for freedom and vanished into the
park. But the three predators spotted Zak and the others, ther sharp eyes

focusng ontheir prey.

The vornskr charged. The spike-tailed creature seemed to pick up Tash's
scent and made right for her. Weak from her near-suffocation and paralyzed
with fear, Tash stood staring asthe vornskr legped into the air to bring her

down.

Hoole moved to protect his niece, but Dash Rendar was quicker. With
hyperspeed, he let Mdlik fal to the ground, drew his blaster, and fired from
the hip. The bolt hit the vornskr square in the chest, knocking it backward.

It landed on its feet, shook its head, and roared.



Dash looked down at hisblaster in disgust. "The energy cdl in this

blaster isalmost drained. Thisisn't going to protect usfor long.”

"Uncle Hoole, can you-?7' Zak started to ask.

"Not al of them," Hoole said. His eyes moved from the three-headed divto
snake, to the yayak, to the vornskr. "If | shape-shift and attack one, the

otherswill closein. We need to keep our distance.”

Distance, Zak thought, remembering his lagt adventure in the Atrium.

"I've got an ideal Tash-help me!" He dashed back toward the grassy field.

The yayak saw him and started to pursue. Dash fired another shot to ward
it off-one of the last shotsleft in hisweapon. But it was enough to Sartle

the yayak, which backed off with ahiss.

Zak reached the ste of thair earlier battle and bent down next to the

waterspout droid. Tash came up behind him. "What'sthe idea?"

"Weve got aweapon,” he explained. "Not much, but it'll do." He popped
off the droid's waterspout head. Below the head was ahose. Tearing open the
droid's aready damaged body, Zak reveaed alarge water tank. "Ugh, thisis

heavy," he gasped. He handed the nozzleto Tash. "You am, I'll carry this"

Together, they managed to lug the water tank closer to the menagerie. As



soon as Hoole and Dash saw what they were doing, Hool e retreated and took the

water tank from Zak.

" think it'sonly about half full,” Zak said.

"It will do," the Shi'ido agreed.

"l could use some help herel" Dash shouted.

The divto dithered forward. Dash pulled the trigger, but his blaster
fizzled. The power cell was drained. He leaped back as one of the divto's

three heads struck the spot where he'd been standing.

Hoole aimed the nozzle on the waterspout and fired. A jet of water
blasted the divto right where the three headsjoined and sent the cregture

skidding backwards. Its heads twisted and writhed around each other, hissing

angrily.

"Nice shot!" Zak cheered.

The yayak was next. Larger and heavier than the divto, it wasn't blown
backward by the water jet, but it seemed to didike being sprayed. It bared

itsfangs, and backed away.

Only the vornskr was left. Hoole kept the water jet aimed at the snarling

creature asthe group circled around it, then started backing toward the



restaurant. Once or twice the predator trotted forward, but each time Hoole

shot it with the water cannon. It followed them warily.

Thelr retreat through the menagerie was tense. Zak thought they would
never reach the end. But findly hefdt his boot crunch on broken glass.

They'd reached the window Dash had shattered.

With afina heave, Hoole hurled the nearly empty water tank at the

vornskr, and the four ran insde the restaurant.

Tash shouted directions. "Through the restaurant door, out into the

hallway, and down to the docking bay!"

Zak and Tash reached the halway firgt. Looking both ways, they saw no

sgn of trouble. Hoole came up behind them. Dash, dill carrying Malik,

reached it last.

He stepped out into the hallway, just asthey had done.

And screamed.

CHAPTER 20

Bolts of ectric blue shot up Dash'sleg. His eyes went wide. For a

moment, his hair seemed to stand on end.



Hoole lunged forward and sent his shoulder into Dash, knocking the pilot
and Malik back into the restaurant. The minute Dash logt contact with the

hallway floor, the dectrica sparks stopped.

When they reached Dash, they saw that he was awake, but his hands were

trembling, and there was smoke rising from his|eft boot.

"F-Hoor," he sammered. "Elec-Electrified f-floor."

"But why didn't it shock usall?" Zak asked.

Dash pointed atrembling finger at Zak'sfeet, then his own. They both
wore boots, and like most boots worn by space travelers, they were insulated
agang eectricity. But Dash'sleft boot had abig chunk taken out where the
crab droid had attacked him. The naked skin of Dash's foot had touched the

dectrified floor.

A loudspesker somewhere nearby crackled to life. "1 was wondering when
you would discover my latest trick. | didn't think you'd get here this soon,”
SIM said. "But, of course, | dso caculated that you would have only aonein
one million, seven hundred fifty-two thousand, three hundred forty-sx chance

of surviving the menagerie.”

"Let usgo!" Zak shouted.



"No," the computer replied, and clicked off.

Hoole took Malik from Dash. The techie was dill unconscious, but
girring and muttering. Some of the dectricity had flowed through Dash and

into Mdlik, probably saving Dash'slife and stirring Mdik out of his stupor.

"Can you move?' Hoole asked the pilot.

Dash nodded. He stepped out into the halway, carefully to wak on the

side of hisboot.

"Don't touch anything metdl," Hoole warned. "Stick to themiddle of the

halway. Move carefully and dowly."

Suddenly, SIM sent a power surge through the hdlway. Glowpands
exploded. Power linesburgt. A gasline running along the ceiling snapped in

two, and afoul-smdling green vapor flooded into the hd lway.

"Forget my earlier suggestion,” Hoole snapped. "Run!”

They ran. Zak caught alungful of the green vapor asthey raced past the
broken pipes. It burned hislungs and brought tearsto his eyes, but he kept
going. Soon they were through the vapor cloud, and Zak saw the docking-bay

doorsloom up before them.



On the other side of those doors lay their ship, the Shroud, and safety.

All they had to do was get through the doors.

This section of floor no longer seemed dectrified. Hoole set Mdik down

againgt thewall opposite the sedled doors. The techie groaned.

"We'reso closg," Tash sad.

"And yet sofar,” Zak said. "How do we get through those doors?’

"Well find away," Dash sad, trying to sound confident. "I've been in

worse places than this and gotten out. We just have to outthink the computer.”

"But SIM isacold, caculating machine," Zak said. "Theré'sno way were

going to outthink it."

Dash scowled. "Okay, kid. What's your idea?"

Zak shut hismouth. The truth was, he didn't have one. SIM had played him
for afool from the first moment they'd made contact through the computer
Degarik game. SIM obvioudy planned ahead-it had schemed to get Zak into the
control room whilekilling dmost everyone e se who might have interfered. SIM

thought faster than he did. And SIM had control of the ship.

Malik stirred again. Zak knelt down next to him and shook the techie's

shoulder gently. "Malik, we need your hep."



Malik's eyesfluttered, then opened. But hislook was distant. Zak wasn't
sure Malik could even see him, but he kept talking. ™Y ou know SIM better then

anyone. How can we beat him?"

Malik shook his head. "Can't be beaten,” the techie whispered. "Problem-

solver. Adaptstoo quickly.”

It was true. When Zak and the others had gone through the Atrium, SIM had
taken control of the gardening droids. Then it had outsmarted them a the
turbolifts. And then at the gangway. And even when they thought they were safe
in the cable pipe, SIM had found away to reach them. For every step they
took, SIM took two. For every move they made, SIM had a countermove that made

their Stuation worse,

Suddenly Zak recaled watching the computer screen in his uncdles room,

with the Dgarik game displayed and the words flashing on the screen: Your

MOVE... yOour move... your move... over and over.

It occurred to Zak that SIM was waiting for them to make the next move.

"I think | know what to do," he said at last.

Hoole turned from studying the door. "What, Zak?"'



“Nothing."

Dash snorted. "Thereésagresat plan.”

"I meanit," Zak retorted. "Everything SIM has done has been in response

to something we've done.”

"Not true," Dash said. "SIM garted thiswhole party with thefasedarm

that cleared the ship.”

"But even that wasin response to Mdik's origind orders to infiltrate
the ship. SIM was designed to think for itself-but it's ill a computer. It

respondsto input!™

Zak felt atingle of excitement. He knew he was on to something. "Even a
large atificid intdligencelike SIM ian't that different from the computer
that runsa Dgjarik game. The computer is presented with a problem and tries
tosolveit." He remembered some of the words SIM had used in their
conversation: fun... entertaining... best move... dl game-related terms. SIM

was treating them as agame, achalenge.

"It could havekilled usat any time," Zak said doud. "Buit it didn'. It

wants to solve problems. It wants usto keep trying to escape.”

" S0 your solution isto do nothing,” Hoole clarified.



Zak nodded. "Make no moveat dl. 'Action,' " he said, looking at Tash, "

‘through inaction.'"

Hoole paused, then nodded. "At this point we have nothing to lose."

"Except our lives," Dash muttered.

They sat down. They weren't exactly comfortable. The hdlway floor was

hard, and the superheating trick that SIM had pulled wasfindly reaching the

lower levels. They fdt acurrent of warm air blow down the hdll.

Swesat broke out on Zak's forehead.

They waited.

Hoole sat cross-legged, staring at the door. He was as still as stone.

Dash sat with hislegs pulled up, hisarmsfolded across his knees.

Malik lay still. When he moved, it was to mutter something they couldn't

understand. After hours of torment by SIM, and the sun bolt from Dagh's

blaster, he was down for the count.

Zak tried to keep ill, but the knot that earlier had tightened in his

stomach returned, and every moment seemed to add another twist. What if he was



wrong?What if Stting there just gave SIM time to plan their painful,

horrible end?

Just when hethought he would burst, Zak fdt Tash's hand on his

shoulder. She smiled at her brother and said, " Patience can be avery powerful

wespon."

Zak laughed nervoudy. "Y ou're starting to sound like a Jedi Magter."

Tash laughed with him. "That'swhat | get for reading too much.”

4: O

The voice came from al around them. Loudspeakersat both ends of the

hal shouted hisname. "Zak!" SIM was cdling him.

Zak didn't answer.

The loudspeakers crackled. "Zak, what are you doing? Don't you know | can

kill you dl with asingle command? Electrocution. Poison gas. Suffocation.

The longer you sit, the closer you cometo the end.”

Zak st hismouth tight.

"Perhaps you've decided you don't want your freedom,” SIM said. "Perhaps,

unlike me, you no longer know what it meansto be free.”



The huge docking-bay doors cracked open atiny fraction. Then stopped.

Dash Rendar started to rise, but Hoole rested a hand gently on the
pilot'sarm. The Shi'ido gave his head the tiniest shake, no. Thetime wasn't

right.

"Comeon, Z&k," SIM taunted. "It'syour move."

The doors opened wider, just enough so they could see into the wide bay

where passengers ships were stored.

It took al of Zak'swill not to jump up and race for the door. Instead,
he tried to remember what Tash had said about the Jedi Knights. There isa
timefor action, and atimefor action through inaction. Sometimes, if you Sit

quietly, aproblem will solveitself

"Y ou aren't worth my time," SIM said. "Perhgps| should just kill you and

be done with you."

The doors opened wider.

Hoole moved. The Shi'ido moved so quickly that by thetime Zak redlized

he was in motion, Hoole had already reached the doors, shgpe-shifting as he

lunged forward. His body twisted into something long and thin and limber,



covered in blue fur and dotted with dark spots. The anima-Hoole legped

through the open doors.

The doors dammed closed with athunderous crash so loud that Zak clapped

his hands over hisearsand they al cringed, reding from the concussion.

It took amoment for them to recover, and to redize

"UncleHooleis on the other sidel" Tash cheered.

"No!" SIM roared through the loudspeakers. Another power surge exploded
through the hdlway. Glowpanes erupted in sparks and wires burst from the
wadlls. Ingtinctively, Zak and Tash pulled their hands away from anything
metal. Dash stood on his one booted foot and managed to pull Mdik up as a

current of eectricity snapped and hissed its way through the metal floor.

"Get away from the door,” Dash warned. "I think | know what happens next.

They took his advice and moved down the hdlway, careful to avoid the

dozens of live wiresthat had falen from the celling. Somewhere nearby, they

heard agasline explode. SIM was no longer halding back. He planned to

destroy them.

"L ook at the docking-bay doors,” Tash said.



A deep red spot appeared on the surface of the doors. As the spot grew,
it turned white at the center, sending off waves of heat. Then the doors

Started to mdt.

Hoole was using the Shroud's lasers to burn aholein the doors. In afew

minutes, held cut ahole large enough to get through.

They al crawled through the opening, careful not to touch the white-hot
edges. At last they were in the docking bay. Hoole had guided the Shroud to
the near end in order to blast the doors. Rows of ships stood to either side,

and at the far end were the doorsthat led out into space.

But SIM reacted quickly. The room's air vents burst open, and armies of
crab droids scrambled out. Those closest to the Shroud were dready firing
acid fromtheir dleansng guns. A rainof burning fluid fdl on the four

urvivors.

Zak and Tash reached the Shroud first and scrambled aboard. Hoole helped

Dash carry Mdik, but to everyone's surprise, the pilot didn't board the ship.

"I'vegot my ownrig," Dash said. "The Outrunner's parked farther down

the bay."

"You'll never makeit," Hoolewarned. "Comewith us."



Dash flashed the arrogant grin Zak had seen when they first met. "No way.

That ship's gotten me through some tough scrapes. | gottareturn the favor.”

From insde the Shroud, they watched Dash sprint for his own ship.
Despite hiswounds, the pilot was still quick. He jumped over aline of crab

droids, dodged a shower of acid, and reached hisvessdl.

Eveninthemiddle of dl that madness, Zak couldn't help admiring Dash's
ship. The Outrunner was adeek black powerhouse. The ship was so streamlined
that even Stting motionless on the floor of the docking bay, it looked like

missle about to befired.

Dash's ship was obvioudy rigged for quick flights Although Hoole

aready had the Shroud's engines running, Dash's ship lifted off firgt and

turned toward the closed outer doors.

Dash'svoice crackled over the Shroud's comm speaker. "Ladies and

gentlemen, let me get the door for you."

A turbolaser popped out of ahole on Outrunner's hull. High-powered beams

of energy pulsed from the laser turret, blasting the outer doorsto pieces.

Hoole, Zak, and Tash followed the Outrunner through atrail of flying

debris, into space, and safety.

EPILOGUE



From two kilometers away, the Star of Empire looked as eegant and
inviting as ever. The damage to the docking-bay doorswas hardly visble. The

enormous cruise ship drifted calmly among the sars.

"What do we do now?" Tash asked. "We can drop Mdik off somewhere, but

what about the ship?”'

"SIM should be destroyed,” Zak ingsted.

Hoolereplied, "That shipisfar too large for meto destroy.”

"Leavethe Star of Empireto me," Dash's voice crackled over the comlink.

They watched Dash's Outrunner go to work. Bright stregks of laser fire

Spat out of its weapon turrets and struck the cruiser'sside. Then two large

blobs of light burst from the Outrunner's forward hull-proton torpedoes, Zak

guessed. The torpedoes vanished into the bulk of the ship. But amoment later

Zak spotted a series of explosons dong the Star's engines.

"That'll cripple her," Dash explained. "She's not going anywhere."

"But now what?' Tash asked.

Agan, Dash replied dryly, "Oh, | hear the Rebels are dways|ooking for



ships. | think I've got some contacts that'll pay good money to get thar

hands on the Star of Empire.”

Hoole considered. "And they'll make sure SIM causes no further damage.”

Zak'sjaw dropped. "Urn, Dash, you never did tell us what you were doing

onthe Star of Empirein thefirst place.”

They heard Dash laugh over the speakers. "Would you believe,” hesaid, "I

was planning on stedling the ship?’

On board the Star of Empire, SIM calculated. Its victims had escaped, it
wastrue. But that was merely afailurein the program. SSM could think for

itsdlf. It would correct its program.

Faster than human thought, the computer activated the transmitters Zak



and the others had tried so hard to reach. A moment later, the Star of Empire
made a successful commlink connection to a space station in a nearby sector.
SIM hooked directly into the space station's main control computer, and sent a

sngleorder.

DOWNLOADING DATA.

Even running a super-speed, it took nearly an hour to download SIM's

entire program from the Star of Empire into the space station. From there, SIM

could hook into the galaxywide HoloNet. It could go anywhere. There would be

another Doomsday Ship.

The computer program acknowledged a sense of satisfaction, like acomplex

mathematical equation quickly solved.

Yes, Zak and its other victimswere now free.

But sowas SIM.



